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… 
Ta xeqaj k’ut pu b’e’al Xib’alb’a.  
Xuluxuj u chi’ kumuk, 
Xeqaj k’ut.  
 
Ta xe’el chi k’u aponoq  
Chuchi’ jal ja’ siwanub’,  
… 
(Then they descended therefore on its path Xibalba. 
Steep its mouth steps, 
They descended therefore.  
Then they went out again therefore beyond 
At its mouth turbulent river canyons,)  
The Popol Vuh- The Third Creation 
Translation by:  (Christensen 2004, 72).   
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Chapter I: Introduction 
Cave burials have been of interest to archaeologists for more than 150 years, but 
exploring them in the context of religion and ritual has been a rather new development 
(Brady and Prufer 2005, 1; McNatt 1998, 81-83). By studying cave burials, 
archaeologists have been able to understand that there were different rituals and 
ceremonies taking place in caves, as well as varying mortuary practices. Mortuary 
practices are categorized as unknown the burial practices do not follow a specific 
pattern. The positions and the articulation of the skeletons follow no coherent pattern. 
Therefore, this thesis has a focus on the individual’s social identification in the cave 
context, to further analyse cave rituals and mortuary practices of the ancient Maya. 
However, the research on this topic has been marked by some methodological 
problems of identification of social roles, categorization of burial deposits, and 
differentiation between grave goods and offerings. This thesis aims to help solve this 
problem by conducting a short analysis of some existing research on the relation 
between the social roles of deceased individuals and their body treatment as evident 
from archaeological remains in the caves of Belize during the Late Pre-Classic to the 
Terminal Classic Period (300 B.C- A.D. 850).  
This thesis will reassess the results from literature on a Maya worldview, social 
organization and mortuary practices. A combination on the readings of archaeological 
studies, information from primary historical sources, and ethnographic literature hopes 
to answer the following research question: How can a social role be determined by 
analysing primary and secondary burials in the caves of the Maya Lowlands of Belize 
during the Late Pre-Classic to the Terminal Classic Period?  
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Due to the number of individuals found buried in caves, archaeologists believe 
that caverns functioned as “sacrificial” spaces (Kieffer 2015; Lucero and Gibbs 2007; 
Thompson 1959).  Moving beyond these hypotheses, this research conducted 
secondary questions in order to gather more evidence on the identification of the 
individuals. These questions were as follows: Are there any relationships between the 
proximity of contemporaneous settlements and the caves? Does the sacred landscape 
of the cave in Maya worldview indicate the social status of the individual(s) buried in it? 
What was a social role according to the Maya primary historical sources such as the 
Popol Vuh? Can we observe any changes in the burial treatments throughout the time 
period that are analysed in this thesis?  
Even though there are not many scientific studies done on ancient politics, 
archaeologists agree that a social hierarchy played a huge role in ancient Maya society 
(Culbert 1991). The hypothesis of this paper is that, links existed between the ancient 
Maya religious beliefs and social status. The results of these links might be seen in cave 
burials. This hypothesis is based on the idea that ancient Maya beliefs influenced a 
person’s social roles which would then have an impact on ceremonies, and rituals— 
(including mortuary practices).  
This thesis research draws on previous works of archaeologists such as Gabriel 
Wrobel (2007) and Juan Luis Bonor (1995) who worked on the Belize Caves Branch 
site. These authors tried to identify the social roles of individual(s) in primary and 
secondary burials in those caves. Their interpretations of mortuary behaviour as 
“sacrifices” are contrasted with the study of Vanessa Owen (2002) who argued that 
caves were possibly used for specific funerary rites. The case studies presented in the 
third chapter will be reanalysed, compared and contrasted for the closer examination of 
these claims.   
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When reading different archaeological case studies, as done in this thesis, it is 
evident that caves served for other purposes than funerary rites and rituals (Thompson 
1975). Some of the findings made by previous researchers in this area may be 
questioned. For example, Sir Eric J. Thompson did not rely on archaeology but mainly 
on anthropological research when he studied Maya communities during his academic 
career (Prufer and Dunham 2005; Thompson 1962). Archaeology and cultural 
anthropology should work together though, in order to fill in the missing gaps in each 
other’s data sets. The results from the case studies varied in accordance to the author’s 
disciplinary approach; archaeological, bioarchaeological or ethnographic research. This 
thesis proposes that through a combination of these disciplines will gather more 
conclusive results.  
This thesis is comprised of five chapters. The topic and research questions are 
laid out in the first chapter. Chapter I also provides a general overview about an ancient 
Maya worldview, paying special attention to the role of caves and describing associated 
rituals and ceremonies. The second chapter explains methodological considerations of 
how case studies were chosen based on the topics of archaeological and ethnographic 
research. The third chapter of this thesis is a critical analysis of eleven case studies, each 
of which were chosen because first, they dealt with the social role of the buried 
individual(s), second, the caves are located within the Belize region and third, the caves 
date within the Late Pre-Classic to Terminal Classic time period. Due to the extensive 
archaeological research in the Maya lowlands of Belize (See fig. 1), the region was a 
fitting area for this thesis. Moreover, the majority of the material found in those caves 
dates back to the above mentioned time period. Therefore the results can be more 
concise and it might be proven that cave rituals and mortuary practices were taking 
place in this time frame.  
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The literature analysed in the third chapter mainly consisted of archaeological 
based studies with a focus on different types of skeletal analyses. This thesis followed 
three main guidelines to analyse the information presented in the literature. First, the 
analysis of the hypotheses on social roles, which includes an overview on context of the 
cave burials. Second the interpretation of the reports focusing on sex and age of the 
individual(s), the interpretation follows how the authors perform osteological analysis to 
support their overall conclusions of social roles of the individual(s). Third, material 
culture recovered by archaeologist associated with the burials and how the material is 
used to provide information on social roles of the individual, the possible mortuary 
practices, ceremonies, and rituals performed.  
The fourth chapter further discusses the case studies and provides an answer to 
the main research question. The thesis ends with a summary and an overview of the 
case study’s results and a reflection about possible future studies and highlights the 
importance of this thesis in the research area.  
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Figure 1: The Map of Mesoamerica, highlighting the Maya lowlands of Belize with the caves and 
sites discussed in this thesis. 
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1.1 Brief History an Ancient Maya Worldview 
The religious beliefs of the ancient Maya heavily influenced life’s everyday 
existence. Ancient Maya representations of the heavens and the underworld are 
elaborately displayed on ceramics and iconographical representations found on 
monuments. Like other cultures in Mesoamerica, the Maya had obtained many cultural 
influences from the Olmec of Central Mexico, hence why many of the cosmological 
and ritual views seem to have similarities (Brady and Prufer 2005; Saturno 2009, 11-
27). 
To better understand the ancient Maya cosmology, one must analyse the extant 
Maya literature from the time. The books of the Popol Vuh and the Chilam Balam are 
the few Maya sources left that can give us a more detailed picture of how they viewed 
the world. Both books – the Popol Vuh   and the Chilam Balam – were written during 
the colonial period by Q’iche and Yucatec Maya writers (Roys 1933). Though there are 
different translations into various languages, the important aspects of ancient Maya 
beliefs were presented in a similar way (Roys 1933). The Popol Vuh is a religio-
historical narrative including, among others ancestral genealogies and accounts of 
primordial creators of heroes and gods (Edmonson 1970). In regards to the creation 
narrative the concepts of religion in the Chilam Balam de Chumayel (Bolio 1930; Roys 
1933) are similar to those of the Popol Vuh, although some characters and spellings are 
different. The Popol Vuh was written by the Q’iche Maya while the Chilam Balam was 
associated with the Yucatec Maya (Edmonson 1970; Roys 1933; Schele and Grube 
1999). After the analysis of these narratives, it becomes apparent that the worldview of 
the Maya culture is valuable to present day Maya communities and to those who study 
ancient Maya culture. Although there are some differences between the two cultures, 
their cosmology obtains many similarities. Most of the religious aspects are the same, 
though if each culture is researched more in depth it is possible that certain ceremonies 
or rituals would differ.  
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According to the chapters on the creation in both narratives, the universe is 
divided into the seas, the earth, the skies and the underworld, co-existing on a 
quadrilateral plane (Bassie-Sweet 1996, 19-60; Edmonson 1971, 3-32). The creation of 
the world is detailed in the Q’iche narrative. The earth was a flat disk floating on the 
seas and the gods allowed the earth to rise from it (Bassie-Sweet 1996; Edmonson 
1971, 3-32; Fitzsimmons 2009; Martin and Grube 2000; Schele 1982). A square – 
“human space” – was created on the flat disk where the deities would give structure and 
order. They guarded the transitional points that separated the human from the spirit 
world (Bassie-Sweet 1996; Fitzsimmons 2009; Martin and Grube 2000; Schele 1982). 
Representations of this flat disk often resembled the back of a turtle (See fig. 2) (Bassie-
Sweet 1996; Edmonson 1971, 10). There are many hieroglyphs that depict this, just as 
the Popol Vuh and they can be found on monuments and ceramics (Coe 1967, 100-
101). The corners of this square were guarded by Balams and each one was associated 
with a specific colour according to its cardinal point: north was associated with white, 
east with red, south with yellow and west with black (Bassie-Sweet 1996; Edmonson 
1971; Fitzsimmons 2009; 68-74; Martin and Grube 2000; Schele 1982). According to 
the Popol Vuh, there was a mountain and a cave at each corner of the world where the 
sun rose and fell. The ancestors and deities lived inside these spaces and the La Ceiba 
or Yaxche’ (Mayan World Tree) could be found in the centre of the quadrilateral plane 
(Bassie-Sweet 1996; Fitzsimmons 2009; Martin and Grube 2000; Roys 1933, 22-23; 
Schele 1982). The mountains were said to have emerged from the seas (Edmonson 
1971, 3-32). The social importance of mountains can even be noticed in present-day 
Maya communities. (Bassie-Sweet 1991, 172; Manuel May, Personal Communication, 
2015). 
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The roads leading to the underworld are referred to as causeways or as passages 
that lead to spiritual/ritualistic places (Chase and Chase 2001; Edmonson 1971, 68-74). 
Causeways give spiritual access to the place of the ancestors. They begin at the centre of 
the world and continue towards the midpoint where the road leading outside the 
community does not stop. The road continues into the cave, into the interior of the 
nearby mountain, the sea beyond the mountain and into the underworld (Bassie-Sweet 
1996; Fitzsimmons 2009; Martin and Grube 2000; Schele 1982). This is how the soul is 
believed to travel from the human world to the spirit world. The symbolism behind the 
caves derives from the Maya illustrations based on narratives, which complements the 
focus of this paper because to better understand the social roles of the individuals 
placed in them as well as the ceremonies, the meaning and symbolism of the cave 
needs to be understood. The narratives show that the cave is a symbol within itself, and 
that symbol refers to the religious values of the Maya.  
Scholarly articles and original narratives state that horizon caves (Bassie-Sweet 
1996, 63-110) have been both natural and replicated at different areas in the Maya 
region. Horizon caves are defined as the caves that are situated at the four corners of 
the world as told in the Maya narratives (Bassie-Sweet 1991, 172). They have been 
depicted in codices such as the Dresden and the Paris Codices (Schele and Grube 
1997, 223-230). These caves have been associated as the dwelling place of the rain god 
Chaák (Bassie-Sweet 1991, 173). Many translations and analyses have been done on 
these codices. In this thesis, certain pictographs were selected in order to highlight that 
caves can be interpreted through different symbols. Through these interpretations, 
different rituals that were possibly associated with caves could be distinguished (See fig. 
3). They are interpreted in the context of the ancient Maya religious beliefs.  
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Thompson (1972) refers to the same depiction from the Dresden Codex as The 
Farmer’s Almanac. According to him (1972) this is a depiction of a possible crop ritual, 
and though Thompson did not describe the rituals being performed in caves, the 
pictographs can be interpreted as such: Cháak within a cave. Another example can be 
found in the Paris Codex. This codex does not have the cave pictograph as displayed in 
the Dresden, however there are some sections that show possible depictions (See fig. 
4). In accordance with the narrative descriptions in the Paris Codex, this thesis’ 
interpretation of this section relates to the umbilicus and the black background of this 
pictograph. It is not an immediate cave symbol, but one has to keep in mind that the 
Maya believed that the cave symbolized the womb of the earth (Edmonson 1971, 8). 
The depiction of the maize god floating in the black background, with the umbilical 
cord growing out of his belly, could symbolize the birth of the people and the earth 
coming from a cave (Schele and Grube 1997, 208).  
Caves were seen as entrances to the underworld, so the Maya buried their 
ancestors there or created artificial caves. The narrative of the Hero Twins, Hunahpu 
and Xbalanque, from the Popol Vuh can explain the importance of burying the 
ancestors below the house mounds and possibly why individuals were buried in caves 
(Edmonson 1971, 84-132). The Popol Vuh also explains the social role of caves, as 
they are the place where the soul can depart to the underworld (Bassie-Sweet 1996; 
Fitzsimmons 2009). 
The surviving Mayan written sources, such as the Dresden Codex, provide 
information that the rituals and ceremonies were performed according to one of the 
Maya calendars. Time is a matter of succession, it was important for the Aj’ K’ij to 
follow the dates of the calendar precisely because there was a time and space for a 
specific ritual and ceremony (Bassie-Sweet 1996, 9). It can be assumed, from the 
materials found, that some rituals that took place in caves were performed at the 
beginning of a crop planting season and to ask for rain during dry season. These 
ceremonies all show the religious importance of water within caves, which will be 
further discussed in the following subchapter on Ancient Cavern Ceremonies and 
Rituals.  
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Figure 2: Demonstrates the emergence of a Lord from the back of a turtle. Adapted 
from the Maya Book of the Dead (Robesick and Hales 1981, 91); Illustration by Coe 1967, 
100-101. 
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Figure 3: Excerpt from the Dresden Codex 29c which portrays a possible depiction of 
the rain god, Cháak, as a Ceiba Tree and the other in a cave. After William Gates (1932). 
Illustration from the Baltimore Maya Society.  
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Figure 4: Excerpt from the Paris Codex 19 which contains a depiction of the Maize God, 
Hun Hunahpu, floating in a black background with an umbilical cord appearing out from its 
belly (Schele and Grube 1997, 208). Adapted from Bruce Love (1994).  
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1.2 Ancient Cavern Ceremonies and Rituals 
According to the Popol Vuh, caves were of particular importance for ceremonies 
because they were the entrance to Xibalba. The cave is a liminal space, and their 
importance can be attested by the codices. This thesis focuses on social roles in 
ceremonies and mortuary practices in caves. The ceremonies in caves are important for 
this thesis because many rituals and ceremonies have been associated with caves 
according to Maya narratives and present-day Maya (Acuto et al 2014; Thompson 
1970, 159-196), therefore the importance could have extended to the social roles of the 
individuals buried within them. 
Religion and ritual played a major role in the making of humanity according to 
Rappaport (1999). The Maya also believed in this way of life, therefore understanding 
the religion and rituals practices in caves is important for this thesis According to 
anthropological studies, rituals and ceremonies shape many social events, which do not 
always pertain to religious entities (Rappaport 1999, 24). However, this thesis considers 
religion as the foundation for rituals and ceremonies and social organization. It is 
important to understand the difference between ceremonies and rituals because though 
they are usually cohered, they can represent different values and attributes. For 
instance, ceremonies are defined as a performance for specific occasions and can 
therefore involve a process for example a marriage (Rappaport 1999, 32-33). 
Rappaport (1999) broadens the definition of ritual. He does not define it to one culture 
but identifies it as a part of human nature instead. Ritual is dependent on the society 
and their religious beliefs that is being observed and researched (Rappaport 1999, 23). 
Rappaport (1999) defines a ritual to be something as a performance or an act, which is 
executed with or without performers (Rappaport 1999, 24). Defining these concepts is 
crucial to this thesis because the social role will be connected to the ancient Maya 
Worldview, which naturally involves these concepts as a way of life.   
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Two definitions can be used to tie rituals with status among the ancient Maya. 
Rituals were considered a way of forming and generating social unity and shaping group 
identities (Plunket 2002, 9). Ritual acts performed by commoners could also be seen as 
defying elite authority and as a sporadic expression of sovereignty rather than unity 
(Lohse 2007, 3-6). Ceremonies and rituals can be seen as multi-ideological (Gonlin and 
Lohse 2007). Though the authors cited have different definitions of ritual they have 
similar main ideas: They all see rituals as a way of life that has been taught by nature or 
oneself. A person’s sense of being and lifestyle was reflected by the attitudes of the gods 
(Bassie-Sweet 1996; Thompson 1950). However, the concept in which religion shapes 
the way of life (Insoll 2009) can be used to demonstrate the way the ancient Maya 
looked at Religion (Fitzsimmons 2009; Schele and Grube 1997). Religious indications 
can be interpreted through symbolism, symbolism is a representation of something that 
is nonconcrete, and yet has a deeper meaning (Rappaport 1999, 54). The ancient Maya 
expressed religious beliefs through symbolism (Healy and Blainey 2011). This can be 
supported by analysing depictions on the architecture as well as studying iconography 
(Kampen 1981; Kubler 1969). Though ritual is not entirely symbolic (Rappaport 1991, 
26), archaeologists rely on symbolism to explain certain aspects of their own research. 
When analysing the narratives of the Chilam Balam and The Popul Vuh it 
becomes apparent that caverns as sacred places play an important role in rituals (Schele 
and Grube 1997). Pertaining to the role of caves, water was essential to Maya 
ceremonies and rituals, and caves are water sources (Bassie-Sweet 1996; Prufer and 
Dunham 2005; Thompson 1959). Rituals were also performed to aid a good crop 
season (Fitzsimmons 2009; Lucero and Gibbs 2007; Weiss-Krejci 2011, 70). Some of 
the depictions in the Codices—The Dresden Codex— exhibited that caves are the ideal 
place for ceremonies involving fertility, virgin rites and agriculture (Brady and Prufer 
2005; Heyden 1975; Schele and Grube 1997; Woodfill 2014a; 2014b; Wrobel 2013; 
2014). Heyden (1975) also expressed the practical character of caves as suitable places 
of spiritual experiences which could also be linked to a religious function.  
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The complexity of Maya civilization becomes apparent by looking at the variety 
of ancient rituals and ceremonies they performed, including several rituals performed 
for rain, for a good crop season (especially maize), for fertility, for death and for 
honouring ancestors (Becker 1993; Brady and Peterson 2008; Fitzsimmons 2009; 
Thompson 1970). An expansion of rituals and ceremonies was probably a way to 
display a social significance and was expressed through mortuary practices that are still 
unknown to archaeologists. This expansion indicates that through the implementation 
of rituals done by the elites, beliefs would be reconfirmed but also, changed (Kertzer 
1988; Lucero 2003). However, it is improbable to understand such occurrences based 
on burial recoveries alone, due to this limitations archaeologists must be able to create 
hypotheses based on all findings recovered in the cave context and to use those 
materials to support different claims. Therefore the information gathered from 
literature based on primary and secondary burials recovered inside caves, will be used 
to support the hypothesis that social roles had an influence on cave rituals and 
ceremonies. 
This thesis adapts the idea of liminal phases from the works of Arnold van 
Gennep (1906) revised by Victor Turner (1967), who developed theories on rites of 
passages (See Appendix 1). These authors’ theories do not include caves but their 
concept will be used to support the idea that caves are a liminal space (Fitzsimmons, 
2009, 1). Within these caves the social role of an individual may be altered through the 
rituals and ceremonies performed in them. Adapting the idea of a liminal space, caves 
have been interpreted as a bridge between the human and spiritual worlds (Bassie-
Sweet 1996, 19-60; Chládek 2011, 70; Thompson 1975). The knowledge about ancient 
ceremonies and rituals among the Maya civilization, informs archaeologists how to 
interpret some material culture and burials (Prufer and Dunham 2005). The religious 
and social role of caves might help to understand the purpose of a cave burial. This 
concept is further explored in the case studies discussed in Chapter III on Analysis of 
Case Studies on Status and Mortuary Practices and Cave Burials. 
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Chapter II: Theoretical Approach and General Backgrounds 
2.1 Theoretical Framework and Methodology  
 
The theoretical framework of this thesis consists of four different approaches. 
This thesis uses the approaches from researchers who have studied each of the 
following concepts differently; liminality and rites of passages, social classifications and 
social shifts, mortuary practices and limitations of burial excavations and 
interpretations.  This thesis will, first, take Arnold van Gennep’s (1906), revised by 
Victor Turner (1967), theory on rites of passage and liminal phases. Second, Max 
Weber’s (1947) theory on classification of social roles. Third, Rathje’s (1969) concepts 
on social role shifts, of individual(s) from different age groups, in burials are used to 
identify the buried individual(s). Finally, Weiss-Krecji’s (2011) theory on the formation 
of mortuary practices and the miss-categorization of Maya burials. Even though the 
different approaches are performed for different forms of research this thesis aims to 
connect each approach to the data from the case studies to formulate suggestions of 
social roles in cave burials according to the religious worldview of the ancient Maya. By 
doing so, archaeological research can move beyond concepts of sacrifice within caves in 
Mesoamerica.  
The first approach is that of van Gennep’s (1906) theory on rites of passage 
involves three parts: rite of separation, a rite of transition, and a rite of incorporation 
(Gennep van 1906, 10-11). The second concept is liminality, Gennep van (1906) 
describes liminal phases as a transition period between two different places in the life of 
an individual. Therefore combining rites of passage with liminal phases would result in 
rites of separation being a pre-liminal rite, rites of transition would include liminal rites 
and rites of transition would include post-liminal rites (Gennep van 1906, 11). The 
social role of an individual, therefore, changes during these liminal phases (See 
Appendix 1). In this context caves are seen as liminal spaces where this transition 
occurs. Gennep’s theory can be connected with ritual and religious concepts of the 
ancient Maya. This approach will be used to remind the reader that the cave is a sacred 
space, not a place of fear and its use is specifically for religious entities. 
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The second approach is the social classification from Weber (1947). Weber 
(1947) does not see society as a two-class-system with the elite and the “commoner”. 
Instead the social roles of individuals are defined by their mode of living, their 
education or their ancestors. The problem with identifying the social roles of 
individual(s) is that, through the eyes of the archaeologist, there must be a contrast 
between commoner and elite. The conflict theory of Max Weber was based on only 
two classes of modern society: those who own the means of productions such as 
businesses and those who work for the owners (Smelser 1973). However, this should 
not be applied to the ancient Maya civilization because their economies and societal 
structure was radically different than the current western models. Weber (1947) might 
offer a solution for to the confusion of social classification. He defines a system to 
differentiate between a commoner and an elite by analysing the following factors: (a) 
mode of living (b) formal process of education which may consist in empirical or 
rational training and the acquisition of the corresponding modes of life and (c) on the 
prestige of birth, or of an occupation (Weber et al. 1947, 428). Weber (1947) defined 
that a role may be linked to a particular lifestyle, which comes with either social 
liberations or restrictions.  A person’s social role is fluid and can change over their life 
time (Smelser 1973). This theory can aid in understanding how the social roles in the 
ancient Maya society shifted and perhaps it can be analysed through the burials and 
associated material remains recovered in caves.  
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In conjunction with Weber’s (1947) social classification is that of Rathje’s (1969) 
concept of identifying social role shifts from Maya burials in the lowlands of 
Mesoamerica (See Fig. 1). Rathje (1969), looked specifically at burial data that focused 
on only children and adult individuals, from the sites of Barton Ramie, Belize and 
Uaxactun, Guatemala. The article Rathje (1969) wrote, sought to create a diachronic 
‘model’ of Classic Maya socio-political organizations based on the burials of adults and 
children. Archaeological evidence supporting social roles is rarely found within burials, 
in fact, it is only ever hypothesised about with the minimal evidence that is found. This 
is not because there is no tangible evidence, nor is it due to ill-preserved cultural 
materials and skeletal remains, there are just many implications that can hamper 
archaeological evidence before they are even recovered. In this thesis, it can be seen 
how a multidisciplinary approach can be used to connect social roles with the 
archaeological evidence that is found in burials, and how it can result in different 
identifications of social roles in burials. 
The final approach is, the “Extra-Funerary Formation Processes” (See Appendix 
2) which was developed by Weiss-Krejci to define natural and cultural actions of body 
treatment (Weiss-Krejci 2011, 69). Weiss Krejci (2011) also studied the miss-
categorization of burials and how this limitation can affect the results of ongoing and 
future research. Weiss-Krejci (2011) studied transitions that take place during a general 
process of mortuary practices. Though Weiss-Krejci did not base her article on caves 
nor on mortuary rituals from Belize, the mortuary practices and problems with 
categorization in Maya archaeology can extend to all archaeological fieldwork. The 
analysis of mortuary behaviour in her article was done at the site of Tikal; the data on 
all burials were taken into consideration and the reason this site was analysed 
specifically was due to the large number of human remains that has been collected at 
Tikal thus far (Weiss-Krejci 2011, 80-91). By using this theory, this thesis developed 
different components to look for when analysing the case studies.   
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This thesis will also approach translations of Maya texts using authors such as 
Ralph Roys (1933), Linda Schele and Nikolai Grube (1997) who worked on the 
narratives such as the Popol Vuh and the ancient Maya Codices. Translation of sources 
were used so that the author of this thesis could make her own analysis on the case 
studies based on the original texts. In the next few subchapters other concepts and 
theories on social roles, burials and mortuary practices will be described in further 
detail. 
An observation of the developments of social roles in cave burials, can be 
conducted by creating connections between theories. This method will therefore be 
more accurate to explain controversial scenarios. In order to analyse the case studies 
efficiently, this thesis categorized them according to the themes used by the authors. 
These themes are; sacrifice, rites and rituals, and religious insights. These themes will 
be further explained and emphasized in Chapter III. The research focused on the time 
period of the Late Pre-Classic to the Terminal Classic (300 B.C.-A.D. 850). This time 
period was chosen, because applicable material has also been recovered from the Early 
Pre-Classic period (Estrada-Belli 2011, 39-40), however, the abundance of material 
dates from the Late Pre-Classic period. The time period was also chosen because the 
window of ritual histories began before a standard ruler ship was possibly established in 
the Late Pre-classic period (300 B.C. - 300 A.D.) (Lucero 2003, 523-558). 
The majority of the burial sites studied in this thesis can be found in the Maya 
lowlands of Belize. In this region speleoarchaeological research has been on going and 
quite successful with identifying caves with burials and caves without, those that contain 
skeletal remains, grave goods and offerings. Thanks to GIS and GPR several cave sites 
have been located in Belize (Moyes 2014) which opens up new possibilities for future 
research. Therefore all cave sites located within the Belizean area were chosen to offer 
further information on topics such as social role of the individuals, rituals, and 
mortuary practices involving Maya primary and secondary burials.  
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In order to answer the research question, case studies have been focused on ten 
caves that will be analysed using the approaches and theories mentioned above. Those 
case studies cover previous and ongoing archaeological projects that share three main 
aspects. First, all burials belong to the same time frame. Second, all burial sites are 
located in the study region. Third, scholars have also been involved in the study of 
social roles, therefore they share similar methods approaching cave burials. However, 
their results differ when discussing social roles. To examine the validity of my research 
question, previous research by C.L. Keiffer (2015), Lisa Lucero and Sherry Gibbs 
(2007), Keith Prufer and Peter Dunham (2009), Vanessa Owen (2002) and others were 
analysed. These authors used methodology based on bioarchaeological analysis, 
material analysis, and the use of distinct ethnographic research, which includes their 
incorporation of present day Maya rituals and ceremonies and the cave’s proximity to 
other sites or settlements.  
This thesis analyses five components in order to understand how the authors’ 
came to their conclusions: (1) the type of archaeological analysis done in order to 
define the social roles of the individuals recovered. Here the approach to how the 
authors’ tested their hypotheses will be analysed whether it was bioarchaeology, 
ceramic, lithic analysis, or iconographic analysis. (2) A description of how the body was 
found. This description includes the type of burial, placement and position of the body 
and, if it was described with the associated context, how the body was treated. (3) The 
materials that were buried with the individual(s) or in the cave itself. This includes the 
authors’ distinction between a grave good and an offering and how they supported their 
conclusions. (4) The location of the cave, including descriptions of the surroundings of 
the cave was analysed and its proximity to other archaeological sites or Maya 
settlements. (5) The last component is the authors’ ethnographic research, if they did 
any. This component would determine whether the authors’ used present day 
information to support their hypotheses, and if that data was helpful towards their 
results. The following subchapters will discuss several ways to approach the five 
components stated above, in order to identify social roles in the ancient Maya cave 
burials. 
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2.2 Identifying Social Roles of the ancient Maya Society 
Archaeological evidences are not conclusive on the classification of Maya social 
roles. However, based on the analysis of numerous hieroglyphs, stelae, and monuments 
we can assume that a ruling power existed. In addition, the specifics of this system are 
not shown in any codex or other Maya literature. However, using Timothy Insoll’s 
(2009) hypothesis on religious’ influence over society, the labels and definitions can be 
used for different cultures and religions (Insoll 2009, 262). Insoll (2009) implements 
that the importance of rituals and religions are sometimes overestimated through 
archaeology (Insoll 2009, 262). This is highlighted in some of the case studies analysed 
in this thesis. The problem is the archaeological data itself, or, rather the lack of data. 
The lack of particular archaeological data, does not allow social roles to become a 
primary topic in archaeology (De Montmollin 1989, 1-10).  
The records on stelae and other Maya texts help to confirm materials that have 
been interpreted as valuable (jade), heavily traded (marine products) and sacred 
(maize). These materials give archaeologists a perspective regarding which individuals 
could be seen as important at a particular site (De Montmollin 1989, 5-6). Thus, 
implementing possible social roles in everyday ancient Maya society. 
The social roles in society of the individual(s) vary (Adams 1975; De Montmollin 
1989; Hendon 1991, 894-895). An individual’s role was perhaps fluid and changing 
over the period of their lifetime (children and adults or male and female) (Ardren 
2002). The evidence of an individual’s social roles can possibly be found in the skeletal 
remains and the burials. Although at the same time though grave goods and offerings 
can be misleading. A commoner might be well off economically and have large 
quantities of grave goods. In addition, the quality of a commoner’s grave goods might 
be as high as the ones of the low-ranking elite (Nieuwenhuijze van 1977, 288). We can 
even assume that they imitated some of their elite comrades’ mortuary practices and 
grave offerings, in order to give their ancestors a better life after death (Bush 1988). 
Therefore the social association of grave goods and offerings must be separated in this 
kind of research (Morehart 2002; Moyes 2001). 
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Ancient glyphs that are depicted on ceramics and monuments often have 
metaphorical descriptions of the dead being transported to the afterlife, Xibalba 
(Fitzsimmons 2009, 37). Bassie-Sweet (1997) used hieroglyphs in her case study to 
show that status was documented, but it has been noted that the ancient Maya 
documented primarily vital events (Tedlock 2010, 43-58). Hence we cannot see the 
afterlife through the eyes of the commoner.  Though traditions may have changed from 
Pre-Colonial times, the present day Maya still follow the rituals and ceremonies from 
their ancestors (LeCourt 2001, 941-942; Pohl 1981). Therefore, this thesis also 
considers the ethnographic information which the authors contribute in their cases 
which can provide information regarding social roles. However, archaeologists focus 
mostly on the materials recovered in the excavations to provide tangible data towards 
answering their research questions. The following subchapter discusses what can be 
found in the archaeological context and how the data can be analysed.  
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2.3 Materials found in Cave Archaeology  
What is discovered archaeologically sets the guidelines for researching mortuary 
and ritualistic practices in Maya culture (Awe 1998; Gibbs 2000). Interpreting the 
archaeological findings examined in this thesis was crucial in order to approach the 
issues of social roles and identifying them in primary and secondary burials through 
excavations. The caves in the case studies are specifically important because, with the 
exception of Bats’ ub Cave and Midnight Terror Cave, the author of this thesis was able 
to observe the materials and burials in person during an excursion in June of 2012 and 
visitation in January of 2016. Therefore, the critiques are not solely based on the 
analysis of literature on these case studies, but also from primary observations. 
The context of the artefacts in burials supports the interpretation on their 
functions. Due to misleading contents and human or natural impacts, differentiating 
grave goods from offerings is important in order to gather conclusive results. However, 
despite numerous research by Brady and Peterson (2008) and Weiss-Krejci (2011) this 
is still problematic in archaeology, because often archaeologists categorize burials that 
do not need separate categorizations, or do not separate the ones that require different 
categorizations (Becker 1993). One way of categorizing artefacts in burials is to 
distinguish those that are ritualistic and those that are utilitarian. Ken Dark (1995, 145-
148) defines utilitarian material as multipurpose objects: chert, manos and metates etc. 
Ritual materials were those that served a specific purpose and are deemed as those that 
could not fit a multipurpose category: ocarinas and figurines (Brady and Peterson 2008, 
81; Dark 1995, 145-148). Utilitarian ceramics such as jars or other vessels had both 
domestic use and ceremonial usage in caves, but ‘rare’ or ‘fancy’ vessels served as ritual 
components (Brady and Peterson 2008, 83; Walters 1988). Pre-Mamom ceramics, 
which date to the Late Pre-Classic Era (Awe 2005; Estrada-Belli 2011, 39), are usually 
associated with ritualistic purposes because these ceramics are usually found in caches 
that were associated with ritualistic activities and high-status structures (Estrada-Belli 
2011, 39-40). 
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Ceramic vessels cater to a wide variety of functions, and due to this variety they 
are often uncertainly classified. Though some are made durable, they can be used for 
many activities (Brady and Peterson 2008, 83). “Utilitarian” ceramics comprise the 
majority of what is found in Maya cave sites (Brady and Peterson 2008, 83). So, then, 
what is the difference between “utilitarian” ceramics and those that are presumed as 
grave goods or offerings? In archaeology it is necessary to find a method that would 
help to distinguish materials in caves that were used for rituals from those that were 
categorized as utilitarian. Brady and Peterson (2008) attempt this by analysing ceramic 
and non-ceramic assemblages. These authors first acknowledged that caves are a 
particular space for rituals, therefore the artefacts recovered in caves are considered to 
be ritual or ceremonious contents, and this would aid to avoid a miss-categorization of 
artefacts (Brady and Peterson 2008, 81). By considering that the cosmology and religion 
of the Maya includes caves and mountains, archaeologists must incorporate studies of 
religion, cave archaeology, cultural and natural landscapes within their analyses of the 
materials found (Brady and Peterson 2008, 78).  Due to modern testing, we can now 
confirm the functions of ceramics by residue analysis (Brady and Peterson 2008, 83-
84). In some instances organic materials are found inside the vessels which can help 
archaeologists to better understand their purpose (See Bats’ub Cave analysis). Also, 
when signs of fire blackening on the exterior of the vessel appear, they can be 
interpreted as domestic cooking vessels (Brady and Peterson 2008, 84). The presence 
of a shoe pot in caves also dictates some form of ritual context because 70 percent of 
them are recovered from caves, the other 30 percent is usually retrieved from other 
ritual contexts in the lowlands (Awe et al. 2005, 223-246; Brady and Peterson 2008, 
87).  
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Previous archaeological studies show that non-ceramic assemblages are much 
easier to connect with rituals because they are easier to identify within the ritual context, 
however developing an interpretative framework has been difficult (Brady and Peterson 
2008, 88). Though their function sometimes might also be utilitarian, these non-
ceramic assemblages, are still easier to categorize. For example, manos and metates are 
the grinding stones used for food preparation. It is known that precolonial Maya diet 
consisted of mostly maize (Whittington and Reed 1997) and the recoveries of these 
artefacts in cave sites signify the incorporation of maize in Maya cave rituals (Brady and 
Peterson 2008, 88). However, there are artefacts that serve as multipurpose objects as 
well. Obsidian blades are a commonly found tool. In cave assemblages, obsidian blades 
are often associated with “sacrificial” bloodletting (Brady and Peterson 2008, 88; 
Thompson 1975: xix), but obsidian is a very sharp blade and can be used for cutting 
and tearing of other materials and substances.  
Other tools such as chipped-stone tools also serve a multipurpose function, 
however most archaeologists see them as agricultural tools (Brady and Peterson 2008, 
89). Bifaces, hoes, and axes are typically found in caves contexts, but do they have the 
same function when found in cave assemblages? Though it is not easy to identify the 
deceased’s social roles by just analysing cultural material, it helps to theorize what was 
seen as “valuable” to both utilitarian and ritual functions. Jade, maize, and cacao fall 
under the “valuables” category (Prufer and Dunham 2009, 304-305). Finding jade in an 
archaeological context has been easier than finding evidence of cacao or maize, but 
literature has supplied us with enough information to give the materials credibility of 
their purpose for specific cave rituals and ceremonies (Culbert 1996; Looper 2009).  
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Not everything can be interpreted by analysing ceramic and lithic materials. The 
missing data can sometimes be found in the skeletal material, both human and faunal. 
Methods of bone analysis include many techniques such as functional morphology, 
trace element analysis, and non-metric analysis (Armelagos and Gerven van 2003, 57-
59; Katzenberg and Saunders 2008). Bone alterations can sometimes be interpreted as 
results of funerary rituals or can provide evidence for specific rituals. These can 
perhaps lead to interpretations of a specific ceremonial activity (Weiss-Krejci 2011, 91). 
Animal remains in burial deposits may be a part of a funerary process of a 
ceremonial/ritual activity (Weiss-Krejci 2011, 92-93). Jute shells (Pachychilus glaphyrus) 
were part of the Maya diet, but they were also incorporated in rituals (Halperin et al 
2007). According to evidence from archaeological excavations, jute was cooked and 
eaten. Afterwards the shells were taken into caves as an offering of gratitude towards 
Mother Earth (Halperin et al 2007, 207). 
 Different methods of classification are not limited to just materials; burials have 
also been classified and miss-categorized. This thesis, however, focuses on primary and 
secondary burials in order to narrow down the research. The following subchapters 
discusses how to identify primary and secondary burials, and how the authors in the 
case studies used them to identify social roles of individual(s) associated with cave 
burials.  
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2.4 Primary and Secondary Burial Markers 
In some cultures a burial is considered the final resting place for those who have 
passed and it is the final placing process of a mortuary practice for other cultures 
(Weiss-Krejci, 2011, 68-69). The different circumstances such as cause of death as well 
as different mortuary practices of a culture will affect the decomposition of a body 
(Weiss-Krejci 2011, 70). Because the archaeologists categorize sets of human remains 
according to how they were discovered, it is best to limit this data to the two categories 
commonly found when investigating mortuary or funerary practices: primary and 
secondary burials (Becker 1993; Weiss-Krejci 2011). A primary burial is a “simple 
funeral” with a final resting place for the body. The body decomposes completely in 
this burial (Duday 2009, 14). A secondary burial is referred to as a “double funeral” 
whereby the body is placed in a temporary space for a period. Later it is removed and 
placed at a final resting place where decomposition occurs (Duday 2009, 14). 
Interpreting secondary burials is a difficult task in itself, and analysing the markers 
in caves is challenging. Key indications and factors to consider when examining a burial 
include the original condition and position of the skeleton, the decomposition process 
(bodies in caves will decompose differently due to the wetness or the dryness of the 
cave), erosion, precipitation etc. This is why it is important to identify the taphonomic 
processes which created the archaeological context (Stodder 2008; Weiss-Krejci 2011, 
69). Interpreting a primary burial requires an analysis of the space in which the body 
was found. The body would have decomposed in the exact location where it was found 
(Duday 2009, 15). If there are no indications that this body was removed from 
elsewhere and placed in the space of recovery, then it is possible that this was the place 
of intended burial (Duday 2009, 15). Whereas, in secondary burials, we find that 
decomposition occurred in another place, and the skeleton was collected and placed in 
the space of archaeological recovery (Duday 2009, 14). Though the remains that are 
found might not always be preserved properly, the placement of the body and the grave 
goods or offerings might help us identify the social roles of the individual(s). It is 
important to know the difference between primary and secondary burials once they are 
located, because one or the other may be able to describe the different mortuary 
practices of the cultural group.  
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Burials located in caves are informationally valuable finds regardless if the 
distinction between primary and secondary burials cannot be easily made There are 
cases whereby the skeletons are calcified into the stalagmite structures, so obtaining 
dating results is problematic (See Actun Tunichil Muknal Case Study Analysis) (Kieffer 
2015; Lucer and Gibbs 2007). The difficulties of the analysis of these burials are also 
connected to the type of cave that is being researched. If the cave is too dry or too wet, 
the nature of the soil will either preserve the body or not (Veni 1996, 67-68). 
Therefore, archaeologists rely on the cultural material that is buried alongside the 
individual(s) when trying to identify primary and secondary burials and the social roles 
of individuals. By identifying the burials and the contents within them, archaeologists 
can further analyse possible mortuary practices that were performed for a burial. 
Though it is not found in the context of materials and burials, the emotions of the 
individual(s) that performed the mortuary practices as well as those who mourn during 
the process of it all can be expressed in burials (Becker 1993, 52). The following 
subchapter discusses the ancient Maya mortuary practices and its relevance to cave 
burials. 
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2.5 Burials and Mortuary Practices 
The ancient Maya had different ways of honouring their dead, and the travelling 
of the soul served a greater purpose. The formation process is the natural and cultural 
developments that define a mortuary practice, which can possibly be recovered through 
archaeology (Schiffer 1983; Weiss-Krejci 2011, 69).The identification  
The ancient Maya mortuary practices typically involved burying the deceased 
under their houses or shrine floors or other architectural settings as long as they remained 
under a floor with grave goods (Brady and Prufer 2005; Lucero and Gibbs 2007). 
Mortuary practices also included caring for the deceased’s physical body or placing  
symbolic representations of the individual, such as writing the names of the ancestors on 
shells or jade, was common in ancient Maya traditions (Fitzsimmons 2009, 42; Weiss-
Krejci 2011, 69). The idea of preserving the bones and heirlooms connected to the souls 
in caves might come from this practice. According to some authors, the Maya had no 
communal cemeteries (excluding the “cemeteries” found at some cave sites), and buried 
their dead within structures (Bassie-Sweet 1996; Estrada-Belli 2011; Fitzsimmons 2009; 
Weiss-Krejci 2011). Skeletons were either complete or incomplete or were just fragments 
when recovered from under monuments or artificial chambers (which could be a 
representations of a cave (Fitzsimmons 2009; Weiss-Krejci 2011).  
First, skeletal remains may or may not be preserved properly (this makes it rather 
difficult to identify the individual). Second, the cultural materials found may not be 
identified to belong to a specific individual (unless there is only one individual per burial), 
which is not always the case when excavating in a cave. Third, analysing the social roles 
of individuals in caves is remarkably difficult because of the different obstacles to 
categorize burials. Moreover, it is difficult to determine if a particular site was used for 
burial at all, because archaeological research cannot definitively determine the identity of 
recovered individuals. 
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In the case of the ancient Maya, we find that through time these practices have 
changed. The mortuary practices that may have followed after the individual passed away 
possibly led to several ceremonial events. Hertz (1960) believes that all ancient cultures 
share the same funerary process. The physical body is stored, in a tomb or crypt, and 
sometimes they are given a funeral or a funerary rite. However, death has not always been 
embodied in past civilizations, as it is perceived in modern society (Hertz 1960, 28). Prior 
to analysing burials, the Maya’s concept of death and dying needs to be understood 
(Becker 1993, 52). However, written records are lacking. Where the written accounts are 
lacking, archaeological evidence can help us to give a more elaborate picture of their 
mortuary practices.  
The elements provided in this chapter are the key components for the 
interpretations and analysis of the case studies provided in Chapter III. Identifying 
social roles in primary and secondary burials within a cave context, and connecting 
these roles with ancient Maya worldview, might determine mortuary practices which are 
performed solely in caves. This data would be useful for future in ancient Maya 
mortuary research. As the literature is being reviewed, the formalities, of ancient 
worldview and social status will be identified in possible primary and secondary burials 
from previous archaeological research. The case studies will consists of cave 
archaeology research and the analysis of mortuary practices of burials that may identify 
the social roles of the individual(s) buried and those who buried them. 
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Chapter III: Case Studies on Social Roles, Mortuary Practices and 
Cave Burials 
This thesis aims to perform critical analyses of previous case studies and articles 
which emphasize on social roles in relation to mortuary practices specifically cave 
burials. Excavations done in the past and the field literature that has been written on 
them were a crucial component for this thesis. Since the analysis of caves and its 
contexts are relatively new to archaeology, the interpretations of general osteo-
archaeological research can help to better understand how research is conducted for 
cave burials. In Chapter II different topics were discussed: social roles in ancient Maya 
society, materials found in cave archaeology, primary and secondary burials and 
mortuary practices. This chapter will further analyse previous case studies of cave 
burials in order to identify notions that would support the concept of the social roles of 
individual(s).  
This chapter breaks down the analysis in accordance to the information provided 
by each case study. Though they result in different concepts of social roles and 
identifications, they all use osteology and material analysis to support their results. 
Therefore this thesis categorized the caves and their case studies according to the 
following themes: Sacrifice, Rites and Rituals, and Religious insights. The caves and the 
case studies analysed will be compared and contrasted to highlight how the different 
authors’ approaches can aid or contradict the themes of fear and sacrifice that the caves 
fall under. The results would conclude that a multidisciplinary approach is the best way 
to identify social roles of the individual(s) in cave burials. The identification of social 
roles can provide archaeology with more data to identifying mortuary practices in caves. 
The possibility of creating a new discussion of caves can cater to multiple sub 
disciplines in the field of archaeology.  
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3.1 To be or not to be sacrificed:   
3.1.1 Midnight Terror Cave: “Sacrifice” of the Social Outcasts: Two Cases of 
Klippel-Feil Syndrome at Midnight Terror Cave, Belize (Kieffer 2015) 
Kieffer’s (2015) work is of importance when thinking about “sacrificial” notions. 
The categories of social roles have extended beyond elites and commoners to 
individuals of all ages and sexes including; males, females, adults, children, slaves, 
prisoners of war, orphans, “witches”, and the physically handicapped (Gibbs 2000; 
Girard 1979; Kieffer 2015; Rathje 1969; Tozzer 1941). Kieffer (2015) analysed two 
vertebrae that showed possible signs of Klippel-Feil syndrome which seems to provide 
evidence that the physically handicapped were condemned to be sacrificed due to their 
physical conditions. Kieffer (2015) provided bio-archaeological evidence that the 
physically handicapped, even those who were members of the community, were viewed 
as out-siders and were therefore sacrificed. This would suggest that this syndrome 
would be visible on the individual.  
Klippel-Feil Syndrome is a rare disease that is caused by the congenital fusion of 
any two of the seven cervical vertebrae (Kieffer 2015; Tracy et al. 2004). This would 
restrict movement of the head and neck; it is present from birth and gradually gets 
worse during the lifespan of the individual (Kieffer 2015; Tracy et al. 2004). Sacrifice 
has seemed to be the way researchers try to reveal events or the social status of an 
individual in the Americas (Carlson 1991; Swenson 2003; Tiesler 2007). This has been 
based on the writings left in the colonial narratives; for example the letters from Cortez 
the conquistador and Sahagun, which tell tales of brutality and sacrifice among the 
precolonial cultures in Mesoamerica. Therefore, archaeologists have tried to find 
evidence that prove that such acts were performed. However, sacrifice is only essential 
to this thesis based on the rituals performed in caves, especially if it aids in 
distinguishing the social roles of the individuals. For example, in the case of those who 
are prisoners of wars and the physically handicapped, their fate was sealed due to their 
status (Helmke and Brady 2009, 195). Therefore, it is important to include cases which 
can benefit to the identification of an individuals’ social role, and “sacrifice” is often 
used to support specific identifications.  
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The excavation was divided into two areas inside the cave and the results of the 
skeletal information collected by Kieffer (2015), observations of the skeleton were used 
to confirm the handicapped were sacrificed. The results show the possibility of two 
individuals with Klippel-feil Syndrome, and, according to Kieffer (2015), this was 
possibly the reason their bodies were placed in this cave. Keiffer (2015) compared and 
contrasted two lots, Operation VIII-Lot 13 and Operation VI-Lot 2B.  
The excavation from operation VII-Lot 13 there were eight individuals 
identified and each bone varied according to their preservation (Keiffer 2015, 6-7). Of 
the eight, only one individual showed signs of Klippel-Feil Syndrome. The individual 
was recovered on the surface, but the remains were too degraded to determine sex. 
However it was possible to assess the individual as a probable adult. The individual 
showed possible signs of Klippel-Feil due to the fusion of the second and third cervical 
vertebrae (Keiffer 2015, 6-7). Type- 1 was classified as the single fusion of the C2 and 
C3 vertebrae (Kieffer 2015, 2). The irregular morphology could have suggested other 
hypotheses (Calcium Carbonate interference) and diagnosis (trauma and Diffused 
Idiopathic Skeletal Hyperostosis) (Keiffer 2015, 6-7). Radiocarbon dating was 
performed on the femur of another adult found in the deposit —670± 20yrs AD— 
(Keiffer 2015, 7). Therefore, the possible date of this deposit was the Late Classic (AD 
600-800), but this individual, analysed for Klippel-fiel Syndrome, was too degraded to 
date, therefore this date might not be accurate for him/her (Kieffer 2015, 7). 
The excavation in operation VI-Lot 2B recovered five adults and one juvenile—
5-6yrs—(Keiffer 2015, 6-7). One adult from VI-Lot 2B also showed possible Type-1 
Klippel-fiel Syndrome and was recovered on the main trail of the cave wall. Slight 
lipping of the articular facets from the second cervical vertebrae was also determined as 
probable evidence of Klippel-Feil Syndrome (Keiffer 2015, 6-7). The skeletal remains 
in this lot were better preserved than those from VII-Lot 13, this allowed for more 
skeletal recovery and analysis (Keiffer 6-7). Radiocarbon dating places this individual at 
the Late Classic Period (690± 20 yrs AD) (Keiffer 2015, 6-7) 
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Both lots held many skeletal samples, though fragments, some pieces were more 
identifiable than others. And since this disease does not require chemical analysis 
because the lesions can be identified on the bone itself, it is best to analyse the 
fragments through microscopic observation. According to Fernandes and Costa (2007), 
who conducted research of Klippel-Fiel Syndrome on Medieval skeletons in Portugal, 
this disease can be detected by applying a microscopic observation (Fernandes and 
Costa 2007, 681-685). This small analysis could identify the joints that failed to separate 
and would also identify lesions of other anomalies, if there were any (Fernandes and 
Costa 2007, 682).  
The sample size was minimal, and the microscopic analysis could contribute to 
the hypothesis of this syndrome being the reason for the individuals’ remains to be 
placed at Midnight Terror cave. But to say that this was the only reason why these 
individuals were “sacrificed” requires more samples to be analysed for possibly the 
same syndrome or others that can be identified on skeletal remains. Even though this 
disease can be inherited, more research needs to be done on other individuals before 
hypothesizing the possibility of the individuals being related. Being a victim of 
“sacrifice” requires numerous explanations, perhaps through performing this research 
on more than two individuals in the cave, in order to secure the Kieffer’s (2015) 
hypothesis. There needs to be an acknowledgment towards the low possibility on the 
performance of sacrifice in the ancient Maya Region. The limitations lay in the poor 
preservation of the skeletal remains, and the numerous fragments situated on the cave 
floor have possibly been crushed by tour guides and visitors.  
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Throughout the analysis of this case study it seems there were possibly different 
mortuary practices for different individuals in society (McAnany et al., 1999). However, 
the identification of one type of handicap syndrome on two individuals should not be 
enough data to confirm the concept of sacrifice. The identification of two or more 
diseases could have strengthened this argument. With the issue of “sacrifice” and caves, 
many archaeologists have associated water context and that caves were the preferred 
“sacrificial” locations (Kieffer 2015; Gibbs 2000; Owen 2002, 2005). However, water 
cannot be a simple attribution to what can be distinguished as “sacrificial”, because as 
stated before, caves were used for ceremonies that required the presence of water.  In 
this case study, the presence of water should not be used to identify the cave as a 
sacrificial space because there is no reference of water bodies surrounding or flowing 
through Midnight Terror Cave.  By analysing the contents of dry caves, it might be 
possible to move beyond the suggestion of caves as places of sacrifice. Building on this 
research it would be interesting to elaborate on the caves archaeological and 
ecological—interior and exterior— context. Perhaps, by performing this research, 
evidence of mortuary practices done at the entrance could be found.  
The author lacked the connections of the analysed data to ancient Maya 
worldviews and perceptions of caves to support the hypothesis of sacrifice. What would 
have possibly helped to support the deposition of handicapped individuals, would be 
how the ancient Maya possibly treated the body before placing them in the cave. Also, 
the identifications of any burials found outside of caves that have exhibited 
handicapped individual(s), would be useful to understand other forms of body 
treatment towards the handicap. This would form a stronger argument because caves, 
as previously stated, hold burials with no clear pattern. Other authors have used 
ethnographic research to support some of their concepts, this is also absent in Keiffer’s 
(2015) study. The discussion of Midnight Terror Cave will continue on in Chapter IV: 
An overall critical analysis of case studies and articles: Results.  
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3.1.2 Actun Tunichil Muknal (ATM): The Creation and Sacrifice of Witches in 
Classic Maya Society (Lucero and Gibbs 2007) 
The case study done by Lucero and Gibbs (2007) assessed the hypothesis of 
“sacrificial victims” who were persecuted for their involvement in witchcraft and 
sorcery. Using the term “witch” in relation to religious persecution in Mesoamerica is a 
controversial practice. However, the following examination will focus only on the 
differences in the possible social roles of the individuals in Actun Tunichil Mucknal. 
This case study provides osteological data to support the hypothesis of witches 
deposited in caves.  The analysis will focus on whether their body treatment and 
placement in the caves, were due to the different social roles and the contrast and 
comparison of the individuals between ATM and the nearby cave of Actun Uayazab 
Kab, discussed in section 3.2.1.  
 
The well-preserved remains in ATM were found in their primary context, since 
the remains in this cave are attached to the cave surfaces through calcification. 
Calcification of skeletal remains is a taphonomic process that occurred due to the 
wetness and humidity of the cave, the results gave the bones a crystal-like appearance 
(Lucero and Gibbs 2007, 55; Tiesler 2004). This process may have occurred due to the 
environment in which the bodies were placed, however, this is also a permanent 
limitation for any kind of detailed analysis. The remains with thin calcium carbonate 
coating were sexed and aged (Lucero and Gibbs 2007, 56). According to the authors, 
no grave goods were recovered with any of the remains, only offerings (Gibbs 2000, 
94). Fourteen individuals were identified in the main chamber with ages that range from 
one year old to middle-aged adults; six infants, one child, seven adults (two possible 
females and three possible males)-See Appendix 3- (Lucero and Gibbs 2007, 59).  
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Previous research has noted that this cave was looted before its excavation in 
1993 (Awe 1998; Lucero and Gibbs 2007; Moyes 2001) which could possibly account 
for the lack of grave goods. However, the absence of grave goods is slightly 
contradicting because 200 vessels were identified in the main chamber, four were 
complete and there were 1,400 remaining shards and artefacts (Lucero and Gibbs 
2007, 59). These were probably associated with individuals #1, #2 and #3, but Moyes 
and Gibbs (2000) argue that these materials were offerings to the gods, not grave goods. 
This evaluation is used to validate the hypothesis of witches, because the authors 
distinguished grave goods as being at 1m proximity to the individual(s) (Lucero and 
Gibbs 2007, 59; Moyes and Gibbs 2000). However, this statement can be argued, due 
to the continuous controversy of what is classified as a grave good or an offering 
(Sprague 2005, 112-124). 
According to Lucero and Gibbs (2007, 57-58 Table 3.3-See Appendix 3), most of 
the individuals were found to have cranial modifications or cranial trauma. The 
exceptions were individuals #10, #12, and # 13. Individual #13 was very debatable in 
terms of what her role was in society. Due to the cranial modification she may have 
been someone with an elite status (Tiesler 2014, 22), but lack of grave goods, have 
given room to other suggestions. None of the fourteen individuals were buried and 
based on the analysis done by Lucero and Gibbs (2007) it is possible that the 
individuals, who showed signs of trauma, may have suffered violent deaths. However, 
due to the calcification, there have not been any valuations, in this case study, on pre- or 
peri-mortem signs of trauma.  Identification of pre-mortem marks can confirm the 
cause of the deaths of the individuals, which could strengthen the analysis of Lucero 
and Gibbs’ (2007) case study. With the combination of skeletal remains and cultural 
materials, different ideas about social roles can emerge.  
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In this case study, the authors used a European perspective to classify the 
individuals recovered, as witches. But in ancient Maya worldview and from what has 
been classified as spiritual, there has been no connection of witchcraft. The term may 
not have been the same in ancient Maya society, but the idea of mystic and power 
dwelling within caves has been a continuous analogy (Slater 2014, 8-9). Therefore, the 
possibility of placing individuals that were seen to have a powerful presence in society, 
in caves should not be dismissed. The terminology difference can be accepted, but this 
is another paper that, once again relies on the act of sacrifice as the intention for placing 
the bodies in this cave. However, the bio archaeological data presented in their case 
study can also be used to move beyond the issue of sacrifice. The reference to ancient 
worldview and the analysis of this case study will be further discussed in Chapter IV: An 
Overview of the Critical Analysis of Case Studies and Articles: Results. 
Lucero and Gibbs (2007) have much archaeological evidence to support their 
hypotheses of new perspectives of social roles in cave burials. This case study alone has 
created an extension of how social roles in ancient Maya societies can be looked at 
from multiple perspectives. It is important for this thesis to document the 
archaeological evidence from these cave burials, critically assess them and identify 
evidence that may determine social roles that can influence cave rituals and ceremonies 
and mortuary practices.  Though this case study uses sacrifice as the primary reason for 
the burials in ATM cave, Lucero and Gibbs (2007) have used the idea of “witches” as a 
means of social change within ancient Maya societies. This social perspective can be 
used to analyse other social roles recovered in cave burials, which would contribute to 
other ongoing research such as ancient Maya socio-economic hierarchies. 
  
Page | 45 
 
3.1.3 Barton Creek Cave: An Investigation of Classic Maya Cave Mortuary 
Practices at Barton Creek Cave, Belize (Owen 2002) 
Barton Creek Cave is both an archaeological site and popular tourist attraction 
located in western Belize. The cave was already opened to the public when Owen 
conducted her research. Due to the exposure of the cave, the limitations for Owen’s 
(2002) research included; looting, tourist interactions, and miss-categorization of 
skeletal remains within “burials”, and the miss-categorization of offerings and grave 
goods. Therefore the skeletal materials analysed were those from surface crypts (surface 
of cave floors and formations) (Owen 2002, 67). Through the skeletal data provided in 
this paper, as well as the other case studies analysed in this thesis, it is evident that the 
burials were more likely to be secondary.  
The research conducted at Barton Creek was part of a thesis project by Owen 
(2002). Owen’s thesis emphasized the mortuary practices that are significant with cave 
ceremonies, thus the data are eligible for this thesis. The field sessions were divided 
into two investigations; (1998) and (2000) (Owen 2002, 5). Bioarchaeological analysis 
was used to determine age, sex, health, and status in order to investigate the mortuary 
practices at this site (See tab. 1) (Owen 2002, 6). Reading Owen’s (2002) thesis on 
Barton Creek Cave, sums up the case study analyses for this thesis. Owen (2002) 
conducted her research on nine cave ledges (See Appendix 4). The bioarchaeological 
approach was the best choice, due to the tourist interactions, most of the skeletal 
remains and cultural materials were possibly out of context. This limitation was also the 
same at Actun Tunichil Muknal. However, the use of scientific data performed by 
Owen (2002) would provide more conclusive results.  
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  Table 1:  Skeletal Data collected from Barton Creek Cave, with description of the preserved materials 
which were analysed for Owen’s (2002) thesis. After (Owen 2002, 71-105).  
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The skeletal remains in ledge 2 were incomplete (Owen 2002, 71-73). Ledge 7 
was the most accessible ledge and displayed evidence for the most Maya activity—
plentiful materials— hence why it was the most looted ledge and had the most tourist 
activities (Owen 2002, 90). The three areas in ledge 8 consist of a flowstone bridge, a 
lower bedrock terrace and an upper terrace (Owen 2002, 92-96). The skeletal materials 
in area A and B from ledge 8 were merged; this was why Owen (2002) had the seven 
individuals coming from both areas. According to the Karst map displayed in Owen’s 
(2002) case, the location of Area B (See Appendix 4) suggested that all of these 
individuals were primary burials, but the looting and tourism activity has disturbed all of 
this area, including Area A (Owen 2002, 95). Even though seven clusters of human 
remains were found in Area C, only five individuals were thoroughly analysed due to 
better preservation and they were most likely to be in their primary context (Owen 
2002, 96). Ledge 9 had the most evidence for ritual use in the cave, burning on the 
bones and the walls suggested this (Owen 2002, 102-106). The burning on the bones 
could be evidence of a particular ritual or mortuary ceremony. Ledge 9 also consisted 
of two levels, but the lower level had the majority of skeletal remains and usage. There 
were a total of eight bone clusters with only ten identifiable individuals. These bones 
also exhibited cultural modifications such as cranium and dental changes (Owen 2002, 
105), which could indicate social roles.  Even though this ledge was the most frequently 
visited and disturbed, the bones were still preserved well (Owen 2002, 102).  
 
Owen (2002) analysed the remains of adults and sub-adults as the primary 
remains for her paper. But as the results compiled, there were several remains of other 
categories (Owen 2002, 67-68). There were a total of thirty-one individuals assessed, 
and they were from six different ledges that were accessible to Owen (2002). These 
ledges seem to be the only ones with evidence of Maya activity (Owen 2002, 70-71). 
Materials associated with the skeletal remains were also registered. However, whether 
these materials are considered to be grave goods or offerings is still questionable. 
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The six ledges assessed were; ledge 2, ledge 3, ledge 6, ledge 7, ledge 8 and ledge 
9. A considerable amount of artefacts were catalogued with these remains, however tour 
guides have admitted to moving some of the skeletons to create an intriguing 
atmosphere for the tourists. Owen (2002) took all remains and artefacts into context, 
regardless if they were not in their primary context. Most of the skeletal remains were 
simply clusters of bones and each bone had to be separated in order to figure out the 
minimum number of individuals (MNI) from each ledge. A majority of the materials 
was dated between Early Classic and Late to Terminal Classic. Table 1 displays a 
summary of the skeletal and cultural material collected to show how Owen (2002) came 
to the conclusions of her thesis. The objective was to find what links skeletal remains to 
the cultural materials in order to obtain relevant information towards social roles 
influencing different rituals and ceremonies, and mortuary practices in this cave.  
Piecing together what can be thought of as ritual, ceremony or mortuary practice 
can support social role influence of the people buried in this cave. The burning on the 
bones can signify a specific ritual; the burning on the wall can support the concept of 
the ancient Maya remaining in the cave for a period of time to conduct other rituals or 
burials. These evidences can be read in other case studies (See Bats’ub Cave Case 
Study). The exhibition of cultural modification can imply social roles, however Owen 
(2002) does not go further in explaining these modifications in her thesis, but body 
modifications can imply other concepts such as gender bias (Tiesler 2013, 25). These 
concepts can amplify the social roles of the individuals of Barton Creek, regardless of 
the limitations. Methods such as, bone analysis such as morphometric analysis, 
chemical and trace element analysis and metric analysis, can be used to support certain 
suggestions of social roles just by observing the remains. For example, morphometric 
analysis measures the size and shape of the skeletal remains, and the biological factors 
which can affect the changes of the bone (Hallgrímsson et al. 2008, 207). This can be 
rather useful when analysing modified skeletons, and these would not be required to be 
in primary context. These bioarchaeology applications can aid in further studying the 
skeletal remains in Barton Creek, bioarchaeology is evolving and changing and 
everyday new research is being developed in order to reanalyse previous data such as 
Owen’s (2002) thesis.  
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3.2 The place of the god and the ancestors:  
3.2.1 Actun Uayazba Kab (AUK): The Creation and Sacrifice of Witches in 
Classic Maya Society (Lucero and Gibbs 2007) 
The exploration of this site and by observing the excavated skeletal remains and 
artefacts in July 2012, is an advantage for the critical analysis of this case study. There 
had been extensive looting before and after excavations at this site. The main 
excavations were done in the Burial Alcove which is the focus of Lucero and Gibbs’ 
(2007, 62-63) research. There were seven burials excavated and they included both 
sexes and the age ranges were from infant to 40 years old- See Appendix 4- (Lucero 
and Gibbs 2007, 63). With the exception of burial #98-2, all burials were placed 
underneath a plaster floor- the floor date is not presented in this case study- (See 
Chapter II: Burials and Mortuary Practices for analogy). Burial #98-2 was used to 
compare and contrast with burials #10, #12, and #13 of Actun Tunichil Muknal cave, 
on the basis that it was a surface burial.  
According to Lucero and Gibbs (2007, 64 Table 3.4- See Appendix 5), burial 
#98-2 was a surface crypt and the only one found in this location of the alcove. One of 
the individuals was found in a semi-flexed position; the other six individuals were in a 
flexed position. The semi-flexed individual was a young adult female and there were 
many associated artefacts found with her remains: large amounts of jute, two manos, 
obsidian blade fragments, a quartz crystal, drilled obsidian eccentric, conch shell 
fragments, a worked crystal prism and a polychrome basal flange sherd (Lucero and 
Gibbs, 65). All individuals, with the exception of the young adult female, were placed in 
prone orientation. Prone orientation means that the individual was buried with its face 
downward (Duday 2009, 38-40). Not much is known about prone oriented burials, but 
there have been many cases of them found in Belize (Freidwald et al. 2014, 99-100).  
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The bones were well-preserved because they were buried and they were easier to 
examine due to no signs of calcification occurring (Lucero and Gibbs 2007, 64-65). 
Even the infant from burial #98-6 was placed in a pit, and though those remains date to 
Late Classic (AD700-900), this infant burial had the most grave goods out of the seven 
found (Lucero and Gibbs 2007, 64-65). Another fact that differs Actun Uayabza Kab 
from Actun Tunichil Muknal is that none of these individuals appeared to have 
sustained peri-mortem trauma (Lucero and Gibbs 2007, 66). The iconography such as; 
petroglyphs, painted handprints etc. can indicate whether or not this cave was used for 
possible ritual and mortuary activities (Lucero and Gibbs 2007, 63-66). In accordance 
with Lucero and Gibbs (2007), it appears that this cave was used for water linked 
ancestral rituals in addition to burials due to the iconography which displayed possible 
water connotations (Lucer and Gibbs 2007, 66).  
Therefore, the analysis of this case study has resulted into two conclusions. 
Firstly, though both caves reside in the same area and are very close to each other, they 
were possibly used for different purposes. Out of the two caves, Actun Uayazba Kab 
seems closer to the small settlement of Cahal Witz Na (See fig. 5). In the map it can be 
seen that another cave is in the vicinity, however, that cave was not used in Lucero and 
Gibbs’ (2007) case study. Therefore, AUK, was perhaps the cave that was more 
efficient for the people to visit. Previous exploration has demonstrated that Actun 
Nakbe does not hold human remains or materials like those found in ATM and AUK 
(Conlon and Ehret 1999, 38). However, Actun Nakbe can still be used to support the 
religious entities of the individual(s) buried at AUK and ATM respectively. According 
to Conlon and Ehret (1999), the three caves along with Cahal Witz Na can be a 
representation of the four corners of the world (See Chapter I- Ancient Maya 
Worldview); this was not an uncommon structure for communities (Conlon and Ehret 
1999, 38; Awee 1998). With this perception of the caves and the site, research can 
direct the entirety of this landscape to project religious entities. This would propose 
anthropological and archaeological research to move towards a direction which enables 
the cave to be seen as a place of religious sacredness rather than, a western view, the 
place of fear and darkness.  
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 The archaeological evidence of grave goods, location, iconography and display of 
body treatment, can support the authors’ claim of ritual and mortuary activities for this 
cave use. The issue that may need a closer look would be the analysis of the prone 
burials, its meaning and if there was a meaning when it comes to cave burials 
specifically. According to the authors these were primary burials, but this does not 
necessarily mean that these seven individuals were the only ones buried in this cave. 
There is the possibility of people revisiting the cave, which could alter and change the 
views of the social role of the buried individuals. With the archaeological evidence it is 
possible that these individuals played a greater role in their society, the grave goods 
could possibly indicate an elite social role.   
Secondly, it is possible that the ancient Maya probably had to make exceptions 
according to the individual that was being buried, in order to transport the body to 
ATM cave. According to the map (See fig. 5), it seems that ATM was slightly further 
away than AUK cave, but the terrain inside ATM was more difficult to explore. For 
example, during the rainy season in Belize, ATM cave tends to flood and the access 
needs to be closed off. So, the idea is that this is not a cave that people would have 
wanted to visit regularly, therefore it was necessary to place the individuals in ATM 
cave. The necessity could possibly be associated with their social role. As we have 
previously noted in the Prufer and Dunham’s (2009) case study, the harsh journey to a 
specific cave probably suggested the social role of the individual and the necessity to 
bury in specific locations. Most of the remains were either ill-preserved or fragmented, 
but concepts and ideas can be formulated based on what can be discussed on trauma, 
modifications and burial positions. This will be further discussed in Chapter IV- An 
Overall critical analysis of case studies and articles: Results. 
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Figure 5: Displays the site of Cahal Witz Na and its nearing vicinities: Actun Tunichil 
Muknal and Actun Uyazaba Kab (After Awe 1999 WBRCP) 
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3.2.2 Bats’ ub Cave: A Shaman’s Burial from an Early Classic Cave in the Maya 
Mountains of Belize, Central America (Prufer and Dunham 2009) 
 
It is evident that the Maya buried the people of importance rather differently than 
they did their family members and the results are noticeable in the archaeological 
record (Fitzsimmons 2009; Graham 2011; Houston and Inomata 2009; Prufer and 
Dunham 2009; Robicsek and Hales 1981; Tiesler 2004). According to funerary 
archaeologists, different funerary rites would possibly result in different burial structures 
that would contain individuals with different social roles (Lucero and Gibbs 2007; Vogt 
and Stuart 2005). Prufer and Dunham (2009) issued an article about their project in 
Bats’ ub Cave in the south-west of the Maya Mountains of Belize. The initial 
interpretation of this burial was that it was the burial of a shaman (Prufer and Dunham 
2009). Analysing a case study such as this can help to identify the differences in the 
mortuary practices of someone that is thought of as more important from that of a 
lesser role in society. Their research was based on location, the human and material 
context that was found in the site and ethnographic data from other cultures in 
Mesoamerica.  
Prufer and Dunham (2009) discussed two field excavations done at Bats’ub Cave 
in West Central Belize the first in 1995 and the second in 1996. The cave consists of 
two chambers; the first is the entrance and the second one is where the burial was 
found; there was an artificial floor-to-ceiling wall that divided the two chambers (See 
Appendix 6) (Prufer and Dunham 2009, 297-298). The efforts and materials it took to 
seal this burial of one individual may explain an unknown mortuary practice, whereby 
this individual has a relationship with the ancestors, which also would explain why the 
body was treated and placed in the manner which it was found. The 1996 excavation 
resulted in the recovering of a single burial (Prufer and Dunham 2009, 297-298). In the 
article, the data consists of cultural material, human remains and organic materials. The 
analysis of the article showed that the second chamber holds more significance than the 
first. The first chamber was probably used to make the material to seal off the second 
chamber (Prufer and Dunham 2009, 298).   
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The burial was a sub-surface burial and was completely excavated in 1996 along 
with the other findings within chamber two (Prufer and Dunham 2009). The second 
excavation revealed five ceramic vessels, a small wooden stool, a scattering of human 
remains, spondylus shell beads, a hematite ear-spool and a fragmentary maize cob; 
charcoal and burnt wood were the organic materials found in the second chamber 
(Prufer and Dunham 2009). The analysis of the ceiling and portions of the wall 
revealed tremendous amounts of carbon soot, which suggests possible torch burning in 
the chamber (Prufer and Dunham 2009, 304-305). The cave is in a remote location, 
this is why the authors do not suggest re-visitation, however they did document that 
house mounds were about 6km away from the cave (Hammond 1975). The location of 
the cave indicates there was a lot of effort to bury the individual there. This may suggest 
how important the individual was emphasised by the transported grave goods.  
A difference from other burials was the missing skull and in its place was an un-
slipped, undecorated jar/bowl with a single jadeite bead inside (Prufer and Dunham 
2009, 299-304). When the full burial was excavated, the skull was situated to the left of 
the individual above the pelvis (Prufer and Dunham 2009, 299-300). According to 
Prufer and Dunham (2009) the skull was recovered intact, but due to its poor 
preservation it fell apart during excavation, leaving only the mandible intact. It is 
possible that the wetness of the cave caused such a poor preservation; and this 
individual was not buried deep so that could be another factor contributing to the poor 
preservation of most of the remains (Veni 1996, 67-68). Fortunately, teeth were 
recovered and scattered near the mandible and around the cervical vertebrae, which 
could suggest that they belong to the same individual (Prufer and Dunham 2009, 298-
299). The individual was wearing a necklace that was made of jadeite and hematite 
beads and two carved shell disks (Prufer and Dunham 2009, 304). However it raised 
questions; if this person was of importance then why was he buried decapitated? And if 
he was decapitated, was it post-mortem or peri-mortem?  
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The case study does not offer an explanation of the decapitation. Instead the 
authors use the decapitation to justify their hypothesis of the individual’s social role to 
be a shaman. To back up their hypothesis, the authors listed several ethnographic 
pieces of information from different cultural groups in Mesoamerica that explain what 
decapitation symbolizes and why the individual might have been buried in such a 
remote area. Perhaps the researchers of this case study could not properly analyze the 
skull due to its ill-preservation and disintegration. However, the analysis of the 
vertebrae could have possibly given more information about the decapitation. The 
mortuary practices stated in the case studies do not fully justify the social role of the 
individual. In fact it can possibly create an argument against the researchers’ hypothesis.  
The decapitation raises more questions than answers regarding the societal role 
of the individual. The location, cultural materials, and one individual may point to a 
possible elite individual. The details on the skeletal data are minimal, though other 
cultures in Mesoamerica write about burying shamans, they do not explain 
decapitation, whether it was done ante-mortem or post-mortem or who would be 
decapitated in their society. The authors should have elaborated more on the 
decapitation itself and what it means to be decapitated in ancient Maya societies. This 
would aid in identifying the social role of the individual better. Though they presented 
many possible reasons for the individual to have been buried with an olla in the place 
of the skull, or the symbolism behind the wooden stool, etc., they do not talk about the 
decapitation, which could have been crucial to the interpretation of the results of this 
case study. An analysis of the cervical vertebrae and base of the skull could have 
suggested when the decapitation occurred (Stodder 2008, 89) 
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In the case study, the authors displayed a map of the second chamber (See 
Appendix 6) and the burial in its primary context (See Fig. 6) (Prufer and Dunham 
2009, 299). From what is shown, the skeleton is extended on its back; the hands appear 
to be mixed: left hand is placed on the pelvis, incidentally holding the skull and the 
right hand is straight. Though the skull was missing from its articulated placement, the 
orientation of the cervical vertebrae suggests that the individual was to be facing east. 
According to the data presented in the case study by Prufer and Dunham (2009), it can 
be interpreted that this was perhaps a filled space grave—the bones were stable in 
accordance to the space that the body had occupied—(Duday 2009, 38-40). The filled 
space is supported by the articulation below the pelvis the legs and feet are extended. 
The body was placed on a slight slope, which resulted in the disarticulation of the rib 
cage and vertebrae. Prufer and Dunham (2009) described Bats’ub as a wet cave, 
thereby explaining the difference in bone preservation above the pelvis and below it. 
This means that the cave’s speleothems had a high availability of drip-water, causing the 
remains to become poor in preservation (Fairchild and McMillan 2007, 69). Therefore, 
most of the evidence relied on the cultural materials that were well preserved rather 
than focusing on the skeletal remains for better results (Prufer and Dunham 2009, 296-
299).  
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This case study is a good example that shows how social roles can be displayed by 
different mortuary practices. It refrains from the “sacrificial” hypothesis that most 
archaeologists have when it comes to cave burials (See sub chapter 3.1- To be or not to 
be sacrificed). However, some indications might have to be retrieved from historical 
sources, because the practice of decapitation is no longer performed in present-day 
Maya communities. Prufer and Dunham’s (2009) suggestion of a shaman social role 
was supported by the materials recovered and the detailed information about each 
material’s function. However, the limited osteological data regarding the decapitation 
allowed for this thesis to question the shamanic social role. This unknown data may 
open a discussion about decapitation in cave burials. The indications of an important 
social role relied on the materials buried with the individual, a burial for just one 
individual and the sealed burial. This burial is controversial because the materials may 
steer towards an important social role, such as a shaman. On the other hand, due to the 
decapitation, the sealed burial, and no evidence of visitation, a different social role can 
be suggested (See Chapter IV: An overall critical analysis of case studies and articles: 
Results).  
 
 
Figure 6: This drawing demonstrated the drawing of skeletal remains and materials 
found at Bats’ ub Cave. Derived from this picture were the interpretations for this thesis. (After 
Prufer and Dunham 2009, 299). 
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3.2.3 Je’reftheel Cave: A Review of Je’reftheel Cave: Possible relationship with 
the Caves Branch Area (Wrobel, Helmke and Freiwald, 2014) 
 
In this case study, Wrobel et al. (2014) categorized the requirements for 
“sacrifice” in the archaeological data as; lack of grave goods, presence of offerings, 
haphazard body positions, location of the body (wet, muddy or high traffic areas), 
association with architecture and age (mostly referring to children). Interpreting human 
remains in caves is limiting and quite often, recovering materials (human, cultural and 
sometimes organic) in their primary context is contentious (McNatt 1996, 93). As 
previously stated, there are many ways that burials in caves can be tampered with 
because caves are open spaces. However, with the exceptions of surface crypts, if the 
body is buried and well-preserved, distinguishing primary from secondary burials can 
be possible. What is a limitation of some sorts is the distinction between grave goods 
and offerings. Grave goods have been defined as materials that can be physically seen to 
be associated with the individual buried, whereas offerings are found near the burial, 
but not directly associated with the individual (Gibbs and Moyes 2001). However, one 
has to first question the materials that are in the context of the investigated burial, but if 
there are deceased individuals or cultural remains that are placed near the surface of 
the cave, what would be the classification of these materials? Here lies another 
limitation.  
The Je’reftheel Cave case study analysed the bioarchaeological materials to 
determine if the cave was a ‘“sacrificial”’ site or a funerary site. The data was used to 
interpret social roles which may have influenced these “sacrificial” acts or funerary 
practices. “Sacrifice” is an initial topic of research that is often used by other authors to 
support the evidence that cannot be easily explained, therefore avoiding the term is 
inevitable. The question that led to the analysis of this paper was whether or not 
“sacrificial” victims could be a possible explanation for purposely creating secondary 
burials in caves. It is possible that it is because of how social roles can possibly influence 
the funerary rites of others. Secondary burials could also be socially influenced by: 
making spaces for those of higher importance or could be the final funerary rite for 
someone of unimportance.  
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Je’reftheel is located within Roaring Creek Works and is bordered by Caves 
Branch River and Roaring Creek Valley in Central Belize and just a few kilometres 
from the Maya Mountains (Wrobel et al. 2014, 84). Mennonite settlements throughout 
the years have destroyed the mounds that surround Je’reftheel, so there is no way to 
calculate the approximate population that would have lived in that community (Wrobel 
et al. 2014, 95-97). Fortunately, the cave was reported by the Mennonite community 
who found it and claimed that they have not disturbed, or looted it, therefore the 
materials were interpreted to be in their primary context when in was first investigated 
in 2003 (Wrobel et al. 2014, 84).  
The research was performed investigating the anthropogenic marks on the bones, 
the body and placement positions of the individuals, the sex and age profiles, possible 
biological traits, traces of pathologies, associated material culture and isotopic data. The 
methodology was performed on a minimum of twenty-four individuals found in 
separate features and chambers of the cave (See Appendix 7). The sample size of this 
research is already minimal for all of the intended bioarchaeological experiment 
(MNI=24). However, each feature provided substantial data towards the primary 
research of Wrobel et al. (2014) paper. For example, biological traits in this case study 
were used to identify individuals who were possibly related (Wrobel et al. 2014, 94). 
Not all skeletal remains were well preserved samples for testing. The data collected 
based on the biological traits, seem to indicate possible relatives in these burials 
(Wrobel et al. 2014, 94). Therefore the only skeletal remains included in this analysis 
were those from features 5, 6, 7, and 11. 
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According to Wrobel et al. (2014), the evidence supports a funerary context 
rather than a “sacrificial” context. The biological trait research determined eight 
individuals were possibly of the same kinship. The discovery of the third molar agenesis 
was present in these individuals.   The results came from the recovery of both primary 
and secondary burials. The individuals which displayed third molar agenesis in feature’s 
6, 7, and 11 can also be evidence of intentionally moving the bodies for a possible 
funerary rite. The various ages and sexes can also be used to support the concept of a 
family burial. The bioarchaeological data and cultural material can possibly be evidence 
of specific funerary rites according to the social role of the individuals. 
Venturing into this new archaeology research opens doors for continuous projects 
of unknown mortuary practices. This case study implies the possibility of specific 
funerary rites for families, non-locals, children, and individuals of different sexes. The 
family funerary rite, along with possible elite influences supports the idea of social roles 
influencing cave rituals. The possibility of an elite family burial in Je’reftheel cave, can 
imply that social roles influence mortuary practices.  Though the sample size was 
minimal, the research of family burials will be further discussed in Chapter IV: An 
overall critical analysis of case studies and articles: Results.  
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3.3 An offering to Ixchel:  
3.3.1 Caves Branch River Valley: The Archaeology and Skeletal Biology of the 
Caves Branch Rockshelter, Belize (Glassman and Bonor, 1999) 
Caves Branch has had ongoing archaeological research since 1994 (Bonor 1995), 
and since the discovery of rock-shelters, the search for primary and secondary burials 
inside caves has been conducted (Wrobel 2007). The first projects were performed by 
Bonor (1995) and Glassman (2001). Using the archaeological data collected at Caves 
Branch, the assessment was done on the previously discussed topics (social roles, 
primary and secondary burials etc.) in Chapter II. These topics were used to develop 
hypotheses on social roles displayed in cave burials.  
Juan Luis Bonor (1999) conducted the largest excavation divided over two field 
seasons, during which the data presented was collected (Bonor et al. 1999; Wrobel et 
al. 2007; Wrobel et al. 2013). Before exploring the data, it is important to note that 
when Bonor (1995) began his archaeological research at Caves Branch, the indication 
of a definite hierarchal system in cave burials (elite, priests, commoners etc.) seemed 
almost none existent (Wrobel et al. 2007). Due to this, the surrounding mounds 
around Caves Branch Rockshelter, were classified as an urban community (Glassman 
and Bonor Villarejo 2005; Wrobel and Tyler 2006; Wrobel et al. 2007).  
Unfortunately there have been no excavations done at the nearby site (mounds) to 
support the evidence on social roles in the communities, due to previous looting and 
bulldozing at the site, therefore most of the data collected would be out of context 
(Bonor 1995; Bonor and Glassman 1999; Wrobel and Tyler 2006). 
The data presented by Bonor (1994), served as primary data for other 
excavations conducted at this site as well as ritual based material that has created other 
hypotheses for excavations at other cave sites (See tab. 2) (Wrobel et al 2007; Lucero 
and Gibbs 2000; Gibbs 2000; Awe 1998). The data was collected at the National 
Institute of Culture and History from their archaeological database. The area consisted 
of 1 hectare which was surveyed during the first investigation. Bonor (1999) uncovered 
32 burials in the first 10m
2,
 which consisted of 150 individuals within the cave (See tab. 
2). This data created the future research that was to come at Caves Branch. 
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Table 1: Displays the burial recovery and descriptions at Caves Branch from Bonor 
(1994, 1995, 1996 and 1999), field work. 
Units (m) Burials Analysis 
N1 (1m-2m) 1a and 1b  
N2 (2m-1.5m) 14, 18, 19, 22, 23, 28 and 29  
N3 (1.5m-1.5m)and 
N4 (1.5m-1.5m) 
Human bone fragments, but 
no clear burial patterns (N3) 
Two levels of excavations 
Numerous ceramic shards 
Possible secondary 
deposit? 
N5 (2m-2m)  Small vessel rim and a 
collection of bone 
fragments found within the 
interior of the rim 
N6 (1.5m-2m)  Extended to accommodate 
excavation of burials 
Eventually unit 6 joined 
with unit 3 
N7 (1.5m-1.3m) Two burials  
N8 (1.5m-2m) Two  burials  
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3.3.2 Caves Branch Rockshelter (CBR) and Deep Valley Rockshelter (DVR1): 
Rockshelter Excavations in the Caves Branch River Valley (Wrobel, Tyler and Hardy, 
2007)  
The first site of research in this article was the Caves Branch Rockshelter. Due to 
careful observation and excavation it was concluded that this was a mortuary site 
(Bonor 1999). There is evidence of mortuary differentiation within the community 
which may indicate that some individuals were possibly buried elsewhere. This may tie 
in with the indication of different social roles based on the nearby sites or mounds. 
Therefore the mortuary differentiation and location, along with the material culture that 
was buried with them, may indicate different social roles of individual(s). Perhaps the 
ritual activity was limited due to presence of a domestic cemetery at the site (Bonor 
1999). This could have been supported by conducting research on the surrounding 
mounds, unfortunately the mounds have been looted in recent times.    
The presence of proto-classic vessels may indicate a possible time period in 
which the burials were created (Wrobel et al. 2007, 189-190). Wrobel et al. (2007), 
made an attempt to distinguish grave goods from ritual or ceremonial offerings in the 
burials. This was possibly a way of finding evidence to support the display of social 
roles cave burials and mortuary practices. Another indication of social roles through the 
material culture may be from the recovery of an elaborate carved bone that was situated 
at the head of a child (unit 13G). This could suggest the possibility of social role as an 
influence at a farming site, due to the intricate details of a woven mat motif on the bone 
(Wrobel et al. 2007, 190). 
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 According to Wrobel et al. (2007) the skeletal components did not give more 
evidence for this hypothesis, in fact the taphonomic process has made it rather difficult 
to examine the positioning of the skull. The position of the skeletal remains can 
sometimes aid in the identification of social roles in burials (Gillespie 2000). For 
example, royal burials found within palaces had changed through time—from Pre-
Classic through Post-Classic—and Mesoamerican regions—Highlands to Lowlands—
(Foster 2002, 209-211; Rathje 1969). The positioning of the deceased had also 
changed, wrapped individuals in a tight flexed positions was performed during the Late 
Pre-Classic Period (250 B.C.) (Foster 2002, 209). By the Late Classic Period (800 
A.D.), the rulers were laid out in an extended position, sometimes on a stone bench 
covered by a woven mat (Foster 2002, 209). Materials similar to a woven mat were also 
found in the Caves Branch Rockshelter.  
The patterning on the bone resembles the mat patterns that are woven or 
sculpted suggesting a possible connection to elite families (Wrobel et al. 2007, 190; 
Friedel et al. 1993). Fortunately for Wrobel et al. (2007), the researchers immediately 
realized that this finding could change the characterisation of the community and more 
evidence could provide them with a personal overview of the individuals that lived at 
the nearby community. The excavation of projectile points recovered from the rock-
shelter could suggest that during the early to late Post-Classic Period that people may 
have returned to the cave (Wrobel et al. 2007, 189). The purpose of returning to the 
cave is unknown, maybe it was to seek temporary shelter or to visit the burials that were 
placed in the cave, but no archaeological data can give us clear indications of this, the 
site has been looted and the materials have been moved from their primary context.  
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The last artefact analysed that could be used to identify social roles, was an 
Archaic Lowe point that was found alongside another burial (Wrobel et al. 2007). It 
was recovered with a lower torso of a possible adult female. She was placed in a tightly 
flexed position, and the point was found 9cm from the knee (Wrobel et al. 2007). 
Brown (2000) indicated that this artefact could be a possible divining tool and this 
would be evidence for ritual activity in the cave, because these could be used for 
bloodletting rituals but there is not enough evidence which would suggest that this tool 
is connected to the individual. The discovery of this artefact brought up some 
astonishing results, it dates to 2500-1900 B.C., which would indicate that it was from the 
archaic period in Mesoamerica. This tool does not date to the same time period as the 
other artefacts found in the cave. Therefore, if the burial would date to the same time 
then this torso would be the oldest human remains in the entire Mesoamerica region 
(Wrobel et al. 2007). However, even though this article shows no photographs of the 
skeletal remains, there have been other articles that show some of the human remains 
in Caves Branch, remains that have been calcified into the stalagmites of the cave 
(Glassman and Bonor 2005). This creates a limitation, for this project because the 
calcification makes it difficult to create a more accurate time line for the individuals that 
were buried here. So far the cultural material is what allows archaeologists to date the 
time the cave was used; Middle Pre-Classic until the Early Post-Classic (Wrobel et al. 
2007; Glassman and Bonor 2005). 
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The small collection of human remains excavated at Cave Branch River Valley in 
that last two field seasons have been initially analysed (Wrobel et al. 2007). These 
excavations followed the previous works done by Bonor (2001), his research identified 
32 burials; Wrobel, during the excavations of 2005 and 2006, identified 55 more, 
concluding a total of 87 burials so far (Wrobel et al. 2007, 192). The categorization of 
these individuals were according to a mortality rate between adults and children (See 
Appendix 8) (Wrobel et al. 2007). The patterning showed a mortality rate of 30.4% in 
children and infants in comparison to other Classic Maya sites (Wrobel et al. 2007, 
192-193). By examining the research by Rathje (1969), we can possibly discover an 
answer towards the social role shift. Rathje’s (1969) results provided information of the 
mortuary changes among children and adults, which took place at Uaxactun, Peten and 
Barton Ramie, Belize, throughout the Classic Period (Rathje 1969, 364).  
The burials of children were abundant with grave goods at the beginning of the 
Classic period, and by the end there was rarely any. In regards to the adult burials it was 
the opposite, there was rarely any grave goods at the beginning of the Classic period, 
and in the end, the adults had the most grave goods (Rathje 1969, 360-366). Rathje 
(1969) proposed that the cultural mechanisms were changing during this time period, 
and it is possibly due the social role of the individuals which influenced mortuary 
behaviour (Rathje 1969, 364-370). This would be a good proposal towards Wrobel et 
al. 2007, case study to understand why certain individuals were buried with a specific 
quality or quantity of grave goods. Lastly, perhaps conducting a stable isotope analysis 
could have provided more information on the health status of the individuals, or the 
foods they had access to, thereby adding more suggestions towards possible  social roles 
of the individuals. However, it is unfortunate that the remains were ill-preserved, 
therefore the data may not be retrievable.    
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Deep Valley River 1 was researched because it was the same in depth, length 
height and a flat floor just as CBR, it is also in proximal to CBR because the Caves 
Branch River flows right next to it, but the artefact deposits are different (Wrobel et al. 
2007). Besides the basic ceramic shards, faunal remains at the entrance and a couple of 
human bones, Deep Valley River 1 stood out because of its jute shell deposit (Wrobel 
et al. 2007). The deposit contained 20,000 shells in the first 60cm of the entrance, these 
shells are a viable food source for the Maya but they were also associated with ritual or 
ceremonial activities (Bassie-Sweet 1996; Helmke and Awe 2005; Wrobel et al. 2007). 
Which could be a ceremony for the rain performed by present-day Maya societies 
(Manuel May, personal communication).  
What was surprising about these shells is that there were no markers that 
indicated that the meat was ever extracted, and they are relatively smaller than adult jute 
shells (Wrobel et al. 2007; Halperin et al. 2003). Wrobel et al. (2007), interpreted the 
lack of burials in DVR 1 and the shortage of artefacts resulted in the little use of the 
cave. However, just because there were not burials found in DVR1, does not exclude 
the possibility of rituals taking place in this cave, the jute cache alone could signify the 
ritual importance of the cave itself. Individuals could have been placed in the 
rockshelter before and then redeposited elsewhere, which could also suggest a social 
role (Becker 1993, 52). 
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The analysis of this case study came to three conclusions. First, jute caches have 
been found in middens, in house mounds, and at caves sites. Second, the shells from 
the garbage disposal sites do not differ from those found in the house mounds; the 
ends have been spire lopped, which is evidence of them extracting the meat and 
consuming it (Halperin et al. 2003). Therefore, it could be assumed that these shells 
were not used as for ritualistic purposes, there is no definite evidence that shows what 
could have been done with the shells after meat consumption. Second, the distinction 
between the shells from Deep Valley River 1 and the jute shell cache could be a turned 
towards a ritual or ceremonial direction. The lack of burials and low artefact recovery 
makes it rather difficult to decipher whether or not this was a ritual activity site, but 
keep in mind that this area has endured tremendous looting.  
Though the archaeological data are low, the lack of burials does not completely 
discard this as being a ritual site. Third, rituals or ceremonies do not require the 
presence of burials. So then where do we being to distinguish the purpose of the 
burials? This would require combing through amounts of data that has categorized 
mortuary practices under ritualistic or ceremonial activities. This is also where the 
importance of identifying social roles in archaeology becomes crucial. In the caves 
branch region, the results of the projects indicate the cave uses for rituals and mortuary 
practices. These caves are near rivers. If the geography if the region is analysed it can be 
observed that the rivers do flow all throughout the caves (Bonor 1999).  Perhaps 
research of landscape and location of these caves from the same region can be the 
element that separates “sacrificial” spaces from mortuary rituals spaces. 
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3.3.3 Overlook Rockshelter: The View of Maya Cave Ritual from the Overlook 
Rockshelter, Caves Branch River valley, Central Belize (Wrobel Shelton, Morton, 
Lynch and Andres 2013)  
This work was done on a small rockshelter near the Caves Branch River 
“Overlook Rockshelter” (OVR). The data found at this site is used to gain more 
information on ritual and ceremonial activities in relation to other nearby sites (Wrobel 
et al. 2013, 126). Excavations began in 2009, and the rockshelter was divided into two 
areas that perceived to have cultural materials, conducted by Gabriel Wrobel and his 
team. Both areas yielded artefacts usually found in caves; pottery shards, jute shells, and 
small pieces of obsidian (Wrobel et al., 2013, 129).  
Area A contained artefacts of a small drilled slate disk, a carved marine shell and 
a high concentration of human bones. Area B contained a fishing net weight and a high 
concentration of jute shells (Wrobel et al. 2013). While excavating, two other areas 
were recovered with artefacts; Area C contained a few ceramic shards and faunal 
remains, which originated from Area A (Wrobel et al. 2013, 129). Area D contained 
the largest ceramic shards from the assemblage, which originated from Area B (Wrobel 
et al. 2013, 129). According to the authors these artefacts were probably washed in 
from one area to the other due to the shallow, soil (Wrobel et al. 2013, 129).  
The results from the osteolgical and artefacts analyses concluded that there was a 
secondary burial in this rockshelter, though it was mixed throughout the soil matrix 
(Wrobel et al. 2013, 129-130). The body is incomplete and the missing remains have 
not been found in any of the other areas within the rockshelter (Wrobel et al. 2013, 
129). Therefore, the bones were possibly deposited into this rockshelter after 
decomposing at a different location. The osteological analysis confirms that most of the 
skeletal remains found were from a single (incomplete) individual. The burial 
contained an elderly female who displayed a pronounced pre-auricular sulcus and 
pubic pitting, derived from the stress of childbirth (Dee 1981, 354; Wrobel et al. 2013, 
120). However, it is not straight forward to detect whether a woman had undergone 
childbirth just by analysing the pelvis. Women who have not given birth and even men 
sometimes have these pubic pitting that the authors described (Cox and Mays 2000, 
134-137) therefore this analysis must be re-evaluated.  
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There was also a discovery of other human remains that did not fit with the bones 
of the female adult (Wrobel et al. 2013, 130). Some were juvenile and the teeth were 
unidentifiable. Three or four individuals were determined to be young based on tooth 
wear and patterns (Wrobel et al. 2013, 130). Wrobel et al. 2013, interprets this as a 
secondary burial due to the lack of articulation of the assemblage, and due to some of 
the bones that are missing (Wrobel et al. 2013, 126 -135). An excavation performed at 
Actun Nak Beh (Halperin 2005) showed some similarities in their secondary burials 
(Wrobel et al. 2013, 132; Halperin 2005). The initial context of the Actun Nak Beh’s 
assemblage, however, (all artefacts included) suggests that the rituals were different 
(Wrobel et al. 2013, 132). 
Ceramic analysis counted 1,700 sherds that date to the late Pre-class period (300 
BC-250 AD); none of these sherds made a single vessel (although, there were several 
rims that could support the idea of the type of vessel it was) (Wrobel et al. 2013, 130). 
There were no differences in the ceramic assemblages from Area A or Area B (Wrobel 
et al. 2013, 130-131). In contrast to other ceramic cave assemblages in the area, the 
expected find of temporal differences in the ceramics recovered from the upper and 
lower levels was inconclusive (Wrobel et al. 2013, 130), but this could be comparable 
to other cave assemblages as well.  
The possibility of people visiting this rockshelter could be an explanation for the 
presence of ceramic shards. This would also indicate different rituals performed in 
specific spaces—caves or rockshelters—and these sherds were used as offerings to the 
deities and ancestors (Bassie-Sweet 1996; Wrobel et al. 2013, 130). Looting is always 
something to consider, but the surface disturbance was very minimal, leading to the 
conclusion that perhaps these deposits were intentional and the missing pieces were 
possibly originally placed elsewhere (Wrobel et al. 2013, 130-131).  
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The ceramic analysis of the data from this case study, suggests that the ceramic 
shards did come from various places in the Maya Region; Uaxactun (Guatemala), 
Peten, Guatemala, Pine Ridge (Belize Maya Mountains) and even in the Nicaraguan 
Region (which is not unheard of due to Maya trade routes extending beyond 
Intermediate America) (Gillespie 2008; Moyes 2006; Wrobel et al. 2013, 130). The 
ceramic assemblage reveals that this site may have been visited on numerous occasions 
throughout the period of its usage. It is possible that this burial was re-visited and later 
on disturbed. 
Due to the recovery of other bone fragments it is highly possible that this was a 
secondary burial. The fact that there are other bone fragments is unusual, especially 
from different age groups, which supports the conclusion of a secondary burial. The 
open space allows a high possibility of re-visiting, tampering and looting. Wrobel et al. 
(2013), states the limitations and difficulty of the site’s location, hence why it would not 
have as much artefact or human remains in it. However, caves or any form or symbol 
of them were vital (Bassie-Sweet 1996; Fitsimmons 2009) to the Maya, therefore the 
location would still be of utmost importance regardless of the difficulties of reaching it. 
The materials and remains cannot inter a social role because the evidence is too 
minimal. However, with the evidence of a female along with the ceramic, jute, and lithic 
materials recovered could support the concept of fertility rituals inside caves.  
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Concluding Remarks:  
Future research should conduct more scientific analyses. For example, isotope 
analysis in order to calculate possible migration routes of the groups that were buried in 
the caves. The remains and their evaluations from the different cases can start a 
discussion about different tools used for rituals, but without other supporting evidence, 
more needs to be done on material association with the individuals in order to identify 
social roles. Caves symbolize a spiritual place, therefore they are all important to 
multiple fields of research, but mostly importantly to the present day Maya populations.  
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Chapter IV: An overall critical analysis of case studies and articles: Results 
The analysis done on the case studies provided in Chapter III, contributed to 
answer the research questions for this thesis: how can social roles be determined by 
analysing rituals and ceremonies based on primary and secondary burials in the caves 
of the Maya lowlands of Belize? This thesis aimed to connect the ancient Maya 
religious framework with the social role of an individual, which would determine if 
there was an influence towards their ancient cave ceremonies and rituals and mortuary 
practices. Important factors for the research on social roles within burial context were 
provided in the case studies. These factors included the location of the cave, the 
proximity of settlements from the cave burials, type of archaeological research 
performed, number of individual(s) recovered, and type of materials buried with the 
individual(s). 
 The cave sites researched in the case studies were those of the Caves Branch 
River Valley Area, Actun Tunichil Muknal (ATM), Actun Uayazab Kab (AUK), 
Midnight Terror Cave (MTC) and Barton Creek Cave, along with other sites that 
emphasize the limitations of social role identification in archaeology; those of Tikal, 
Uaxactun and Barton Ramie. The information collected identified different social roles 
in the ancient Maya societies based on known mortuary practices as well as their 
incorporation into cave rituals and ceremonies. This information was provided through 
the archaeological finds of material culture and burial data that was included in the 
results of each case study. The results contributed to identify ancient social roles and to 
find links to ancient mortuary practices, based on different types of materials recovered 
with the individuals. The materials that were collected in the research had symbolic 
significance based on the knowledge of ancient Maya religion. By identifying the 
materials in the burial context and their relationship with ancient Maya religion, the 
social role of the individual could be identified.  
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As is shown from the data presented in the case studies, social roles are not easily 
recognized as is shown in the data presented in the case studies. Different perspectives 
of the materials recovered lead to the several possibilities of the social role of the 
individual(s) recovered. From what has been learned in the case study presented by 
Weiss-Krejci (2011) there are many limitations when it comes to the categorization of 
burials. Therefore, many of the researchers used the presence or absence of cultural 
materials to identify social roles of the individual(s) placed in caves. The materials may 
have possibly reflected the social roles that were linked to the individual(s), and the 
results were dependent on the context that the material were found. Based on the case 
studies, body positions were essential to the determination of social roles. However, 
due to considerable limitations, as reviewed in the case studies, it was concluded that 
for an analysis related to the identification of the individual(s), it was best to conduct 
research based on the materials recovered from the burials. 
What is known is that the Maya buried their dead under their homes and 
temples (Rathje 1969). The rulers were buried under the temples and the common folk 
were buried under their houses (Gillespie 2000, 76).  These mortuary practices are 
known to archaeologists, but not all caves hold burials, which is why this thesis is 
concerned with the social role of the individual. Burials in caves are mortuary practices 
unknown to archaeologists, so perhaps with the materials, possibly mortuary practices 
can be explained which can lead to understanding the social role of the individual(s). 
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After analysing the different case studies it was apparent that proximity of 
settlements from the caves may contribute to understanding the social role of the 
buried individual(s). Proximity of settlements from the cave sites was assessed in the 
case study of Actun Uayazab Kab and Actun Tunichil Muknal. The people from Cahal 
Witz Na may have used both caves for different purposes that do not complement the 
concept of sacrifice. Caves may have been places whereby specific rituals and 
ceremonies were held, and perhaps there have been mortuary practices that are 
possibly unknown to archaeology. The calcification of the skeletal remains was a 
limitation at Actun Tunichil Muknal, which made it difficult to confirm that bodies 
recovered were not sacrificed, nor were they witches. However, due to the geographical 
information, this conjecture of witches as the social role of the buried individuals at 
ATM, was used to explain why one site had more grave goods or offerings than the 
other cave site.  
Identifying social roles based on the case study of a cave burial alone was not 
possible with ATM because there was differences between grave goods and offerings, 
which lead to contradictory assessments. Thus leading to contradictory assessments. 
When reading this case study, it is expressed that ATM had no offerings that showed 
evidence of visitations or signs of respect for the dead, but there was evidence of several 
ceramics. So, how did the archaeologists interpret these materials if they displayed no 
mortuary meaning? It cannot be explained by analysing the case study alone; therefore, 
the analysis of social roles and mortuary practices in these caves can only be upheld by 
the proximity of site location. The social roles of the individuals, therefore, remain 
unidentified for this thesis.  
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The Overlook Rockshelter was also used as a burial evinced from its size and 
remoteness which implied that the journey there required greater sacrifice of time and 
economical resources. However, looking at the osteological analysis done on the 
individual, the authors were quick to imply that the individual gave birth based on 
general ‘pits’ on the pelvis, but did not acknowledge that detecting child birth on bone 
is next to impossible without finding evidence of a fetus.  Identifying this individual as 
female is not enough to determine a social role. However, hypothetically speaking, if 
she indeed had given birth before she died then her burial in this rockshelter could be 
tied in with fertility rituals and ceremonies. It would be better to discuss this as a 
concept because caves are spaces in which virgin rites and fertility rituals took place 
(Thompson 1975). 
The Caves Branch Area of research has had major progress in the past field 
seasons, and one of the goals of Gabriel Wrobel (2007; 2012; 2014) was to identify and 
distinguish the primary and secondary burials in the Caves Branch Region. According 
to the literature obtained, it is not as easy to identify primary from secondary burials 
due to the limitations previously stated in Chapter II. Other projects were adjoined with 
the Caves Branch Area with nearby sites like Roaring Creek (Wrobel et al. 2012). This 
thesis looked at three projects in the Caves Branch area; Caves Branch River Valley, 
Overlook Rockshelter, and Je’reftheel Cave. The objectives of these projects were to 
identify primary and secondary burials within caves and to identify the social roles of 
the individual(s). Each case study applied a different discipline, which produced 
different concepts and social roles. Therefore, it is best to connect what is known about 
the religious views of the ancient Maya to the individual(s) buried in this sacred space.  
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As the ancient Maya civilization grew and changed so did the people’s ways of 
life, the one thing that was certain is that everything was done by the will of the gods and 
therefore their systems revolved around their religious beliefs. Those that are identified 
as elite or of importance were placed in this category simply because of the grave goods 
and this has become an argumentative case. As one case study would identify 
individuals solely on materials, another would argue that the concept of what is 
considered sacred, evolved through time. Also, as the concept of sacredness through 
materials changed, so did the social roles of individuals. Perhaps observing the changes 
of materials from certain time periods can be the first step to distinguishing particular 
rituals and ceremonies. As Rathje (1969) had stated in his case, the social roles shifted 
from one time period to the other, then perhaps the quality of the materials placed 
within them changed as well. The skeletal remains may need strictly bioarchaeological 
analysis in order to obtain conclusive results.  
In every research project it is important for the author to acknowledge the 
limitations when analysing human remains. The case study based on Midnight Terror 
cave expressed the difficulty of working on such a minimal sample size, yet trying to 
convey statistical results. Here, Kieffer (2015) assumed that the social role of the 
individual(s) based on their illness lead to their “sacrifice”. With respect to the material 
culture, minimal amounts of offerings were found. However, two out of 118 individuals 
is not enough to presume that this role was the cause of their “sacrifice”. It could be the 
reason why they were disposed without reverence in this cave, and that could mean that 
the other individuals were disposed in this cave because of their social role. In the case 
of these two individuals it was due to an illness or deformity that altered their physical 
appearance.  
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The Actun Tunichil Muknal served as another example for possible “sacrificial” 
use, it has been thoroughly excavated and even though the skeletal remains as 
completely calcified, it is still possible to observe that they all suffered violent deaths. 
However, the interpretation of whether the excavated material culture were grave goods 
or offerings to the gods influenced the evaluation of their social role as witches. The 
authors found it sufficient for their interpretation of “sacrifice” to those who were 
perceived as unusual or strange, in this case those who practiced witchcraft. On the 
contrary, from what is known of caves as sacred spaces, it would seem unethical for the 
ancient Maya to place these “witches” in this place. Caves are religious spaces that have 
strong connections to earth deities; it would be plausible to identify the individuals as 
priestesses rather than witches. By connecting the social roles of the individual(s) to 
religious entities of the ancient Maya, this can aid in understanding the process of 
mortuary practices in caves. In addition, the absence of grave goods may be a result of 
looting.   
The case studies were consistent in observing primary and secondary burials 
throughout their research, and though it was not placed in all the literature the skeletal 
remains from those in Actun Uazayab Kab, and Bats’ ub Cave can be recognized as 
primary burials due to the undisturbed contexts. The research performed by Gabriel 
Wrobel (2014) and his colleagues have incorporated the pros and cons towards the 
evidence presented in the research of primary and secondary burials. Cave burials do 
not have a pattern that would follow a particular mortuary practice; therefore, it is 
rather difficult to identify social roles based on mortuary practice by analysing the burial 
alone. A holistic analysis must be performed of the entire cave context and its 
surroundings. Archaeology allows putting the pieces of the puzzle together and to 
preserve historical remains. The overview of the caves themselves will be discussed in 
the following paragraphs. By using what is found in the archaeological record and 
connecting it to what is known about ancient Maya religious beliefs, the identifications 
of social roles can be better discerned. 
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Bats’ub Cave: 
The burial recovered from this cave is presumably a primary burial. However, 
this can be questioned due to the limited data on the decapitation. The materials 
buried with the individual suggest that he was someone of importance, especially since 
it was a sealed cave and the burial contained only one individual. The place in which 
the cave is located is rather isolated, however there was a settlement nearby that could 
suggest that people that inhabited this village, possibly buried this individual. The 
materials recovered and their detailed information was used to support the suggestion 
of a shamanic social role. However, the osteological information is limited and 
therefore this allows for an argument against the shaman concept. The missing 
osteology data could provide information on type of burial and if the decapitation was 
cause of death, or if the head was removed after the body had completed 
decomposition. This unknown data may open a discussion about decapitation rituals in 
the Maya lowlands, and suggestions of mortuary practices in caves for these individuals.  
Another concept that can question the shamanic identification is the location of 
the cave and the sealed burial. The burial was in approximately 6km range to a 
scattered house mound settlement yet there was no evidence of visitation (Prufer and 
Dunham 2009, 296). The ancient Maya did have a habit of re-visiting burials, and 
sometimes it was shown in the archaeological record. And perhaps the people did 
revisit this cave, this can be supported by the shoe pot in the first chamber, but because 
the burial chamber was sealed, placing more goods in the second chamber was 
unlikely. The entrance of the cave is a bit larger than the burial chamber, therefore 
visitation possibly occurred but the goods were probably taken by looters. It is 
unfortunate that the skeletal remains were not well preserved and a proper osteological 
analysis was not further carried out on the decapitation individual perhaps the 
conclusions would have exhibited a different social role.   
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Midnight Terror Cave: 
The skeletal remains in MTC may have consisted of both primary and secondary 
burials, however the cervical vertebrae analysed in this case study were remains found 
on the surface. According to the archaeologist, there were no grave goods buried in this 
cave, therefore should the ceramics obtained be classified as offerings (Kieffer 2015, 
6)?  The skeletal remains were not treated reverentially; therefore this cave may have 
served as a disposal space, rather than a burial. Tipen Chen Uitz is a settlement that is 
approximately 1km from MTC (Kieffer 2015, 3). The people of this site could have 
been possibly responsible for the individuals placed at MTC. In agreement with the 
author, the physical diseases could have defined the social role of an individual; 
however sacrifice can be discarded from the author’s hypothesis. The disposal of the 
individual at MTC could have been because of many reasons that cannot be explained 
through archaeology, but there is also no archaeological evidence to support sacrificial 
practices at MTC either. The author acknowledges other abnormalities of the bones 
that could suggest Klippel-Fiel in individuals, but does not support the data with 
remains found at MTC. The possibility of the individuals being a part of the same 
kinship is also a case that needs more samples than just two vertebrae out of one 
hundred and eighteen recognized individuals, would not be sufficient for concrete 
results. Therefore, Klippel-Fiel syndrome can be used to define the social role of the 
individual(s) and the possible cause for their bodies to be disposed at MTC, but 
sacrifice is not a concept that needs to be proven in this case study.  
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Actun Tunichil Muknal (ATM): 
Due to the conditions in the cave it is difficult to distinguish type of body 
treatment or if the burials were primary or secondary burials. Flooding and other water 
events may have moved the bodies or mixed them among each other from the moment 
they were placed into the cave, until they were first discovered by archaeologists. 
Therefore a primary or secondary burial may be difficult to identify. According to the 
authors the materials found in the caves were not associated with the individuals (these 
materials were recovered more than 1m away from the individuals), therefore the 
materials were classified as offerings instead of grave goods (Lucero and Gibbs 2007. 
59; Moyes and Gibbs 2000). ATM is also situated in an isolated area but is in close 
proximity to the site of Cahal Witz Na. The lack of grave goods may suggest that these 
remains were placed here as secondary burials, rather than primary burials. As 
previously stated in this discussion, the role of caves as religious spaces contradicts the 
implication witches as a social role. Caves are sacred spaces; therefore, the people 
buried within them should have sacred connections to the earth and associated deities, 
which would have sacred meaning for the people of the surrounding community. The 
authors used the social role of witches in order to justify the entirety of the individuals 
recovered at ATM, based on evidence of trauma on the skulls and other abrasions on 
the body. However, due to the conditions of preservation of the skeletal remains in the 
cave, these marks cannot be confirmed to be the cause of death. 
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Actun Uayazab Kab (AUK): 
The cave itself already presents how different it is from ATM, even though both 
are in similar proximity of Cahal Witz Na. On the walls of AUK there are petroglyphs 
and iconography that could explain what the purpose of this particular cave was 
(Lucero & Gibbs 2007, 63). Also in contrast with ATM, the individuals from AUK did 
not exhibit signs of trauma, possibly indicating that their deaths were not violent. The 
authors also interpreted the fact that only one infant was buried in AUK which would 
also move from the concept of sacrifice. The concept of ancestral rites was suggested to 
have taken place in this cave based on the interpretations of the iconography; therefore, 
the social roles of the individuals did have influence on their burials placed in AUK. If 
Rathje’s (1969) interpretation of adult burials during the Classic period would be used 
for analysing the burials at AUK, then it would not be surprising to recover a majority 
of adult burials in this cave. The questionable burial at AUK was that of the infant’s, 
especially since this infant was buried with many grave goods. In contention with the 
concept of sacrifice, this burial can be analysed through Rathje’s (1969) analysis as well, 
whereby early classic burials of children and infants were just as elaborate as those of 
the late classic burials of adults. So perhaps the skeletal remains of the infant predate 
those of the adults.  
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Caves Branch River Valley:  
Caves Branch Rockshelter (CBR): The possible environmental and human 
factors have made it quite difficult to determine mortuary practices and body treatment 
of the individuals placed here, and due to these factors the possibility of identifying the 
social roles of the individual(s) was also limited. Due to the multiple interments 
recovered, the authors concluded that these rockshelters contained both primary and 
secondary burials because some individuals showed signs of decomposition at the 
rockshelters and others did not. The authors determined date of burials based on the 
materials found in the rockshelters. With the exception of the archaic lowe point which 
could possibly determine that the torso recovered beside it predates the Maya period, 
therefore dating this individual through this one lithic remain would not give a concrete 
conclusion. The social role of these individuals have not been determined by the 
authors of this article. However, through the high frequencies of cultural material and 
eccentrics (ceramics, lithic, jute deposits and craved bone) recovered it is possible that 
the individuals may have had an important or elite social role. This interpretation 
cannot be supported by just the materials alone, especially since the type of burials 
cannot be concretely deciphered.  
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Overlook Rockshelter (OVR):  
According to the authors the burial at OVR is a secondary burial, but due to the 
openness of the rockshelter, it is possible that this burial was highly exposed to natural 
elements which could have distorted the skeletal remains. The social role of the 
individual(s) can be determined based on the associated materials recovered within the 
rockshelter. The sex of an individual can also be used to determine social roles as well. 
According to the authors, the individual recovered at OVR was an adult female; the 
authors also took it a step further to state that she may have given birth before passing 
away. The evidence they use to support this statement is based on the pubic “pits” 
analysed on her pelvis, however it has been determined that these pits are not found on 
only women that have given birth but also on women that have not, and it has also been 
found on male skeletal remains as well. So, this interpretation can be questioned. 
However, if we are to accept this interpretation to determine the individual’s social role, 
it would support the reason for her burial at OVR because caves were used for fertility 
rites. Therefore, her burial at this rockshelter can be connected to the author’s 
hypothesis of childbirth before death.  
  
Page | 85 
 
Je’refhteel Cave:  
This cave consisted of very well preserved skeletal remains; therefore the authors 
conducted a detailed bioarchaeological analysis on the individuals. The analysis 
concluded that this cave held both primary and secondary burials, with evidence that 
the remains were purposely moved and replaced by other individuals. The authors 
extended their research to identify if there were any burials of non-local individuals. 
Though the results of each bioarchaeological analysis gave good results, the sample size 
seemed to be too small to provide decent statistics that would generate concrete results. 
The social roles of the individuals were determined by grave goods buried with the 
individual. The authors also determined important social roles based on where the 
individual’s burial was located within the cave (whether they were buried near a feature, 
such as the dark zone of the cave).  
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Barton Creek Cave: 
The burials recovered in Barton Creek cave consisted of both primary and 
secondary burial, according to the author. There were no grave goods associated with 
the individuals, but this could have been due to looting and tourist interactions. Tour 
guides have also admitted to moving materials and remains to create an appealing 
environment for the tourist. The individuals analysed for Owen’s (2002) research were 
recovered from the dark zone of the cave (Owen 2002, 107). This location within the 
cave is important because the dark zone has absolutely no light and the individuals were 
practically inaccessible to the researcher. However, there were signs of burning and ash 
under some of the ledges (Owen 2002, 113-114), which could be evidence that people 
were performing rituals and ceremonies at Barton Creek Cave. Owen’s (2002) also 
believed that burning took place within BC16 ledge 9, before the individual was placed 
in the interment (Owen 2002, 114). This is also an unknown form of burying for the 
Maya area, but not an unknown funerary process for other cultures (Weiss-Krejci 2011, 
69). This burning could be consistent to specifically cave burials, however, this 
unknown practice could be linked to the social role of the individual. This hypothesis 
could also be supported by the age of the individual and the atypical positions of the 
skeletal remains.  
Through extensive research, it has been implied that the Maya believed cave 
rituals and ceremonies were necessary and important activities. What has been sought 
in the case study analyses is that the ancient Maya beliefs did impact their daily lives, it 
was important for them to incorporate their religious aspects into how they carried out 
their lifestyle (McAnany 1995, 157-166). This is seen in their ancient literature; the 
Popol Vuh describes the caves as the womb of the earth, it is a sort of portable to reach 
the spirit world. The importance of the cave has been frequently shown in the ancient 
literature and archaeological research has supported this importance, so it is without a 
doubt that the Maya performed rituals and ceremonies in caves because of their 
significance. 
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The findings from each of these case studies proposed different ideas on 
mortuary practices or rites, rituals, ceremonies and social roles, it can be seen based on 
the information that each author provided, that these foci are all linked within the 
burials. These topics may be considered vague when approaching them separately, but 
in the archaeological contexts of the case studies, they can be merged according to the 
research that was performed. In the matter of this thesis, the results suggest that religion 
and social roles may have been projected in cave ceremonies and rituals, and based on 
the individuals placed in the burials, the individuals can play many types of social roles 
rather than just elite and commoner. The case studies in this thesis supplied 
information that social roles extended beyond cave burials.  
Previously stated, the social role in the ancient Maya communities is contextual; 
this fluid concept is likely to be based on contemporary worldviews and relations.  This 
might not necessarily fit within just high and low social roles, but might reflect a 
different gradation during the life of the individuals. This might vary through regions, 
their age, occupation, gender and marital status etc. This thesis approached the analysis 
of each case study by following Arnold van Gennep’s theory on rites of passages and 
liminal phases, along with Estella Weiss-Krejci’s funerary process theory to 
contextualize religious aspects, which possibly influenced the social roles of individuals. 
This influence would then be portrayed into the burials in caves along with the possible 
mortuary practices involved, especially since mortuary practices in caves are unknown 
to archaeologists.  
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The results of this thesis summarize the important aspects of burial analyses from 
different case studies. These aspects included the contrasts and comparison and of the 
information supplied by skeletal and cultural material remains from the caves and then 
interpreted in each case study analysis. The individuals were analysed based on whether 
the individuals were buried in certain burial spaces based on their social roles. The 
returning to the site could imply that gradually more people were buried, or moved to 
make room for others. Creating unintentional secondary burials could be an example 
of the cave belonging to an entire family burial (case study of Je’reftheel Cave). The 
materials found with the individuals may symbolize social roles; therefore, it is 
important to acknowledge the limitation interpretation based on grave goods and 
offering that were miss-categorized.                                                                                                                                                                                             
Throughout this thesis, it was deemed important to pay attention to the 
particularities of the archaeological contexts, which could provide other factors for 
answering the main research question. The aim for this thesis was to analyse case 
studies in order to identify certain social roles of individuals buried in primary and 
secondary burials in caves found in the Maya Lowlands of Belize. Fortunately, through 
case study analysis, it was noticed that limiting the research to just primary and 
secondary burials would not have given much input on mortuary practices which would 
have given more information on social roles. As the analysis of case studies which 
looked at mortuary practices, demonstrated that the ancient Maya mortuary practices 
shifted through the span of the Classic period (Rathje 1969). By analysing these case 
studies, it is clear that the ancient Maya did value the social roles of individuals, and it 
was evinced from the cave burials where some individuals were buried with reverence 
and grave goods, others were placed in a disposal form and others were simply placed 
and possibly forgotten.  
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The analysis of the previous miss-categorizing of skeletal remains was an 
important lesson for future studies. It was difficult to analyse what would be primary 
and what would be secondary in caves, from just the literature, because there were 
possibly many human and environmental factors that the authors might have missed. 
Upon analysing the works done by Becker (1993) and Wiess-Krejci (2011) it is clear 
that when it comes to burials in the ancient Maya research, there is much 
misguidedness and therefore identifying social roles on just burials would be difficult. 
There are numerous uses for caves in the Maya world, they are sacred and should be a 
respected place by the archaeologist, anthropologist and others who visit them. 
 
Concluding Remarks  
This thesis proposes that the first step to identifying social roles in burials is 
understanding the worldview of the culture. Once the social role of the individual is 
attained (after completing a rite of passage, whether it be adulthood or marriage, for 
example), he/she begins the rite of separation into death. The way a person dies can 
also influence how the individual will be buried, and how the archaeologist would 
connect cause of death to a social role (See Lucero and Gibbs (2007) Case Study). The 
individual then enters a rite of transition when the physical body is treated, the way the 
person is being taken care of after death can also provide information about his/her 
social role. Reverential treatment can explain that the person was respected and was 
possibly important in the community. The final step for the individual is the rite of 
transition, whereby he/she enters the final resting place and possibly a mortuary 
practice is performed. When individual(s) are buried in caves. This provides 
confirmation that caves were sacred and liminal spaced in the Maya worldview. 
Therefore, hypotheses based on these burials, should create a connection between the 
worldview (religious beliefs) and the individual(s) placed in the caves.  
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Chapter V: Conclusion 
 
Maya archaeology still has many surprising discoveries. In the case of caves, the 
research is mainly focused on rituals and ceremonies that took place during the past 
because present day Maya communities still practices ceremonies and rituals within caves 
and there appears to be continuity. Cave burials are no longer practiced in present day 
Maya communities therefore it is not understood why individuals were buried within 
them. We know that there are rituals and ceremonies performed in caves, and perhaps 
there are unknown practices that pertain to burying individuals in caves specifically. 
Identifying these practices would be possible through a full burial analysis, this entails the 
analysis of the skeletal remains, the materials and the entire cavern context. Not all caves 
contain burials or skeletal remains; therefore, it is the hypothesis of this thesis which 
indicates that the cave burials held specific purposes to those that have burials within 
them. Social roles come to mind because it is possible that the individuals’ role in society 
could be the reason for his/her burial in the cave. Hence the research question of this 
thesis is: How can a social role be determined by analysing primary and secondary burials 
in the caves of the Maya Lowlands of Belize during the Late Pre-Classic to the Terminal 
Classic Period? 
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This question was answered through analysing previous case studies that 
researched and excavated primary and secondary burials in caves in Belize. Through the 
analysis of the case studies researched in this thesis, it is evident that through a 
multidisciplinary approach, a social role can be determined by analysing cave burials, 
specifically primary and secondary burials. Though there can be several limitations such 
as human disruption and environmental factors, there can always be other ways of 
determining social roles by analysing burials. By analysing the case studies for this thesis, 
it is clear that approaching the burial contexts separately limits this type of research. It is 
essential to analyse the entire space and what the space meant to the people that lived 
nearby. This is why in the first chapter of this thesis, a small synopsis was written to 
explain the ancient Maya worldview and what caves represented for the people. By 
understanding the meaning behind the space, a visual can be created of how the space 
was used in ancient times and in doing so several hypothesis can be created.  
 In order to comprehend how archaeologists perform research on mortuary 
practices and burials, two case studies were explored which involved the theory of 
mortuary behaviour by Estella Weiss-Krecji (2011) and social role shifts within burials by 
William L.  Rathje (1969). By analysing these two case studies it became apparent that 
social roles can be determined in burials as long as the mortuary practices of the culture 
is understood by the researcher. It is also important to not approach the case studies with 
westernized perceptions of mortuary behaviour because the Maya worldview is not a 
western view. By reading Weiss-Krejci’s (2011) The Formation of Mortuary Deposits, it 
was evident that different cultures have different perceptions of death and different ways 
of treating the body after death (Weiss-Krejci 2011, 69). The way the body is treated 
displays the respect that the people have for their deceased and it can also explain the 
social role of the individual that passed away, therefore exhibiting the deceased’s social 
role. 
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 In Rathje’s (1969) case study, these social roles can shift throughout time and 
this too can be detected through mortuary practices, however in Rathje’s (1969) chapter, 
this shift is determined through the materials recovered with the individual. The research 
was specific to children and adults, and how from the beginning of the classical time 
period children were buried with elaborate materials, and adults were buried with less, 
and in the ending of the classical time period it was the other way around. These materials 
are now being divided and classified as grave goods or offerings in new archaeological 
research. The quality and quantity of these materials can be used to determine the social 
role of the individual, and these types of classifications are used in the analysis of cave 
burials.  
A social role can possibly be determined by analysing the type of burial. Each 
case study performed archaeological research, based on the materials and skeletal 
remains recovered, to identify social roles of the individual(s) recovered.  By analysing 
the case studies, it was concluded that overall the social roles of the individual(s) found 
from the different excavations, were dependent on the materials present or absent from 
the burials. The authors of the selected case studies used the classification of the materials 
of either grave goods or offerings to assist in the identification of social roles of the 
individual(s). According to the authors of the case studies, the presence or absence of the 
grave goods signified a reverential mortuary practice, which was due to the social role of 
the individual. The offerings were ritually based and were also based on the social role 
of the individual. This classification was also useful in determining which materials were 
used as grave goods that were intentionally buried with the individual; this association 
could possibly provide evidence for who the individual was to the people that buried 
him/her. The offerings found in the context of the cave could signify a particular 
ceremony or ritual possibly performed before or after the individual was buried.  
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The authors of the case studies also performed bioarchaeological research on the 
skeletal remains that were recovered. For the case studies that did not go in-depth with 
the bioarchaeological analysis was due to the ill-preserved remains of the individual(s) or 
the sample size being too small to draw conclusive results. The case studies that did 
perform bioarchaeological research used it to strengthen the overall conclusion of the 
projects. However, certain results from different case studies could be looked into a bit 
further. As stated previously in chapter IV, in order to perform certain bioarchaeological 
research, to get accurate statistical results, such as stable isotope analysis or non-metric 
analysis, the skeletal sample size must be larger than what was presented in some of the 
case studies. The ethnographic research performed by the authors must also be regarded 
because the study on present day ceremonies and rituals aided the conclusions of the 
different cases. By acknowledging the uses of present day materials in cave rituals and 
ceremonies, the authors were able to classify certain materials as ritually based. By 
understanding the ancient narratives, they were able to draw conclusions based on what 
the materials represented to the present day communities and what they possibly 
represented to the ancient Maya.  
The multidisciplinary approach that was used by the authors of the case studies 
made it possible to answer the research question for this thesis confidently. The case 
studies that used archaeology, bioarchaeology, and ethnography to conclude their results, 
provided substantial information towards social roles of the individual(s) buried in caves, 
the authors also provided data that can be used to draw hypotheses on the mortuary 
practices performed for the cave burials. The cases that approached the research by only 
using one or two disciplines displayed inconclusive results. It is possible that some cases 
had limited and ill-preserved material and skeletal sample sizes which created problems 
for the research itself (See Chapter III: Midnight Terror Cave Case Study). Other cases 
performed a lot of bioarchaeological research regardless of a minimal sample size, 
however the samples were well preserved, which provided useful information about 
social roles (See Chapter III: Je’reftheel Cave Case Study). These cases show the 
importance of the quantity and quality of the sample size, which would help improve how 
archaeologists approach cave burials.  
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Understanding caves as liminal spaces comes from understanding how integral 
religion was to ancient Maya. Innovative archaeological techniques have supplied 
evidence of the values of this ancient religion. There are many theories that can be 
formulated when conducting Maya cave archaeology and it is unfortunate that with all the 
research that has been done, there is still a lot that is unknown. However, with the 
acknowledgment of the importance of the Maya worldview in the study of the social roles 
in cave rituals and ceremonies in Belize have ethical implications that archaeologists 
should take into consideration when conducting their research. The Maya heritage that 
is still alive bridges the past and present to teach an important lesson about diversity in 
the current Belizean population.   
Taking into consideration strata of Belizean society, future archaeological 
research should start from the values associated with places like caves. Archaeologists 
should encourage their readers to show respect towards these places as ancient Maya 
did, or even conduct research which would include seeking permission and advice from 
nearby communities. Archaeology can demonstrate how Maya history is valuable to 
Belizean heritage. As useful as archaeology is in recovering relics and tangible heritage, 
it has become clear that this discipline also has its limitations. Therefore, a 
multidisciplinary approach needs to be emphasized in order to conduct 
comprehensible research that focuses on topics such as religion, ritual, ceremonies, and 
liminality. 
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Abstract 
 
Maya archaeology has defined the cave as a sacred space. Both the practices of 
rituals and ceremonies are found within the cave context of Mesoamerica. Evidence is 
found recoveries of burials and skeletal remains, particularly in the Maya lowlands. By 
recovering these burials and skeletal remains, it is evident that there were possibly 
mortuary practices taking place inside the caves.  Intrigue in cave burials has flourished 
due to the individual(s) buried within them do not follow a particular pattern or structure.  
Some caves have primary burials, some have secondary burials, some have surface crypts 
and others hold vast amounts of skeletal remains. Therefore the burying of the 
individual(s) in the caves may be associated with their social roles before they died.  
The research question for this thesis was – How can a social role be determined 
by analysing primary and secondary burials in the caves of the Maya Lowlands of Belize 
during the Late Pre-Classic to the Terminal Classic Period? In order to answer this 
question effectively, the focus was on the cave burials in the Maya Lowlands of Belize 
that date between the Late Pre-Classic Period till the Terminal Classic Period. This 
thesis, first, conducted an analysis of what a mortuary practice entails, and by doing so, 
the general assumption of what was conducted in the cave burials were influenced by the 
religion of an ancient culture and the social role of the individual. This was based on the 
archaeological evidence that can be recovered in the burial context. Second, this thesis 
analysed a case study that focused on the shift of social roles in the burials of two sites 
located in the Maya Lowlands, from the Early Classic Period until the Late Classic 
Period. Conducting this analysis was useful when approaching the case studies that focus 
on cave burials because this shift possibly extended to these burials as well.  By analysing 
case studies which focus on primary and secondary burials in caves, rituals, ceremonies, 
and burials, this thesis hopes to emphasize the different archaeological disciplines that 
were used to identify social roles within the cave burials of Belize. 
  
Page | 96 
 
 The identification of social roles and cave burials is commonly connected with 
the theme of sacrifice. However, this thesis is in contention with this concept. Therefore 
each case study was analysed based solely on what the burial context say about the 
individual’s social role and the relationship of caves with the ancient Maya worldview. 
This thesis, then, connected the materials that have been recovered from the case’s 
excavations with ancient religious concepts that can be found in ancient Maya narratives 
such as the Popol Vuh and the Chilam Balam books. A multidisciplinary approach of 
bioarchaeology, material studies and ethnography should be performed when conducting 
research on a topic such a social roles in a burial context. Analysing the different case 
studies for this thesis has proven that a multidisciplinary approach can secure conclusive 
results. 
 
Keywords: Cave archaeology, Maya lowlands, Belize, Social Roles, Primary Burials, 
Secondary Burials 
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